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1.1. General introduction and aim
As a result of declining fertility rates, increasing longevity and the coming of age of the 
baby boom generation, the Netherlands – like many European countries – faces the 
challenge of rapid demographic ageing. Figure 1.1 nicely illustrates the impact of the 
baby boomers on population ageing in the Netherlands. It shows the surge in births 
after World War II and the dramatic change in age structure 65 years later. According 
to recent projections, one in four of the Dutch population will be aged 65 and over 
by the year 2040, which corresponds to 4.8 million 65-year-olds or 26 percent of the 
population. To put this in perspective, the number of 65-year-olds in 2015 was 3.0 
million or 18 percent of the population (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). Furthermore, 
the number of people aged 65 years and over as a share of the potential labour force (the 
number of people aged 20-64 years) will almost double: from 27 percent in 2012 to 52 
percent in 2050 (OECD, 2014).
This demographic trend has profound implications because it imposes a heavy burden 
on, for example, health care systems and social security arrangements. The financial 
sustainability of public pension systems is a particular cause for concern. Not only are 
more and more people entitled to state pension benefits, but they also receive those 
benefits for a longer period of time. As a response to population ageing and in order 
to keep public pensions affordable, many countries – including the Netherlands – 
have implemented policies to encourage longer working lives (Foster & Walker, 2015; 
OECD, 2014; 2015). For example, the Dutch government abolished early retirement 
schemes and increased the state pension age from 65 to 67 years. Next to alleviating 
the financial pressure on public pension systems, retaining older workers would also 
overcome projected labour shortages and prevent the loss of highly experienced and 
knowledgeable employees.
A commonly voiced concern is that social inequality in old age will increase as a result 
of the policy reforms (Anxo, Ericson & Jolivet, 2012; Crystal, Shea & Reyes, 2016; 
Wahrendorf, Dragano & Siegrist, 2013). Policies to extend working lives are usually 
implemented across the board, regardless of older people’s ability, need and willingness 
to work longer. However, not everyone may be equally able and willing to continue 
working into old age. Older workers with low educational qualifications, lower levels of 
skills and in lower social classes could be particularly disadvantaged (Blossfeld, Buchholz 
& Kurz, 2011). The outcomes of prolonged working lives may manifest themselves 
in differences between older workers in ‘good’ jobs and those who have ‘bad’ jobs. 
For example, less educated and low-skilled older employees are more often exposed to 
unhealthy and unsafe working conditions. Their jobs are more demanding physically 
as well. Vulnerable older workers could therefore face greater difficulties in working 






r 1and premature retirement (Ebbinghaus & Radl, 2015), which likely has severe negative 
consequences in terms of health (Shultz, Morton & Weckerle, 1998), life satisfaction 
(Hershey & Henkens, 2014), old-age income (Heisig, 2015) and well-being (Quick 
& Moen, 1998). Additionally, involuntary retirees may have a shorter life expectancy, 
so they are expected to spend fewer years in retirement. Yet, at the same time, the less 
privileged elderly are more likely to feel compelled to work longer due to financial 
concerns. Moreover, older people – especially disadvantaged elderly – who stay active in 
the workforce could suffer from age discrimination (Phillipson & Smith, 2005) and a 
lack of support from their employer (Van Dalen, Henkens & Schippers, 2010a). 
As more and more older people remain attached to the labour force in later career stages, 
old-age inequality could be rising if older workers with low levels of education and low 
social status experience negative consequences of old-age policies and run high risks of 
being excluded from the labour market. Moreover, this may increase inequality between 
households, especially when both partners face disadvantages in later life. The central 
aim of this dissertation is to examine social inequality among older workers and older 
couples in the Netherlands and to assess to what extent social inequality is widening 
given the current policy context that seems to treat older workers as a homogenous 
group. To this end, I conduct four empirical studies that examine educational as well 
as social class differences in a wide range of labour market and household outcomes of 
Dutch older people. In this thesis, educational and social class disparities are the key 
dimensions of social inequality; a theme that lies at the heart of sociology.
First, I address the consequences of macro-level characteristics (i.e., the discouragement 
of early retirement, normative change and deindustrialisation) for employment chances 
and the risk of being disabled or unemployed at the micro level. Furthermore, I 
assess to what extent these individual-level labour market outcomes are educationally 
differentiated and if the impact of deindustrialisation is more pronounced for less 
educated than for more educated older workers (Chapter 2).
Second, I connect social stratification research to a life course perspective and investigate 
to what degree educational level, social class and employment history affect older 
workers’ likelihood of early retirement, disability and unemployment. In addition, I 
examine to what extent educational level and social class are associated with early labour 
force withdrawal of older workers once I take into account their occupational career 
(Chapter 3).
Third, I study whether older workers who are less integrated in the labour market (i.e., 
those who belong to lower social classes, are disabled or unemployed and re-enter the 
labour force, and work part-time) are more likely to experience downward occupational 
mobility and a cutback in working hours compared to older workers who are more 
attached to the workforce (Chapter 4).
Fourth, I investigate to what extent there are differences in educational level between 
Chapter 1
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partners and, in particular, between couples, and how this is related to their employment 
trajectories and social status in later life. To this end, I simultaneously examine the late-
life employment trajectories of both members of couples, thereby looking into inequality 
within and between households. Finally, I also examine whether disadvantageous late-
life employment trajectories are concentrated in couples (Chapter 5).
1.2. Previous research: Main findings and shortcomings
Many disciplines are involved in the study of older people, such as demography, 
economics, gerontology, organisational science, political science, (social-)psychology 
and sociology. Important topics that are covered include informal and formal caregiving, 
grandparenting, health issues, intergenerational solidarity, retirement, volunteering and 
well-being. This dissertation focuses on what happens to older people in the Dutch labour 
market and in Dutch households. Of specific interest are patterns of labour market and 
household inequality, which here refers to educational and social class differences in 
several labour market and household outcomes (e.g., early retirement, unemployment, 
downward occupational mobility and the division of paid labour between partners).
1.2.1. Pull and push factors
Retirement is arguably one of the most important events that workers experience in 
the late career and it therefore also takes up a central place in this thesis. A great deal of 
previous research on older workers has focused on retirement timing and its determinants 
(Feldman & Beehr, 2011; Fisher, Chaffee & Sonnega, 2016; Wang, Henkens & Van 
Solinge, 2011; Wang & Shultz, 2010). Many studies emphasise the importance of pull 
and push factors in predicting (early) retirement behaviour (De Preter, Van Looy & 
Mortelmans, 2013a; Ebbinghaus, 2006; Engelhardt, 2012). Examples of pull factors 
are a partner who is out of the labour force, financial resources and the presence of 
grandchildren. These factors may pull older workers toward retirement. Much of the 
literature on early retirement pays particular attention to the influence of financial 
resources. A major reason for this is that generous early retirement schemes provided 
strong financial incentives to leave the labour market early in many European countries in 
the last decades of the previous century (Schils, 2008). This seems to suggest that (early) 
retirement is, or rather was, a voluntary choice. However, scholars have acknowledged 
that retirement can sometimes also be forced and involuntary (Van Solinge & Henkens, 
2007). Examples of push factors – factors that push older workers into retirement – 
are age discrimination, corporate downsizing and outdated educational qualifications. 
Especially poor health may induce older workers to retire prematurely (Van Rijn, 
Robroek, Brouwer & Burdorf, 2014). Harsh working conditions or a physically 














































































Older workers may also have an elevated risk of becoming unemployed; one reason 
being that employers perceive older workers as less productive (Van Dalen, Henkens & 
Schippers, 2010b). Although the empirical evidence on the objective productivity levels 
of older employees (compared to the younger workforce) is mixed at best, employers 
subjectively expect declining productivity with increasing age (Conen, Van Dalen & 
Henkens, 2012b). This holds especially true when labour costs are high as a result of 
seniority wages and when the older workforce benefits from strict employment protection 
legislation. In those situations, employers perceive a widening gap between wages and 
productivity, which leads to lower retention rates of older workers. Moreover, once 
unemployed in later career stages, older workers are highly likely to remain unemployed 
and to eventually retire involuntary (OECD, 2014). Hence, besides voluntary early 
retirement (pull perspective), older workers may experience involuntary exits from work 
through other pathways, such as disability and unemployment (push perspective).
1.2.2. Social stratification research
From a social inequality point of view, significant social differences in labour market 
outcomes are to be expected among older people and especially in their retirement 
timing. As yet, little research has been conducted that derives explicitly formulated and 
theory-driven hypotheses on the impact of education and social class on, for example, 
(early) retirement behaviour. Additional research is needed to fill this lacuna. More 
specifically, the aforementioned pull and push factors may operate in a profoundly 
different manner depending on older workers’ educational level and social status.
Pull and push factors can also operate the other way around, which is not evident from 
previous studies (Fisher et al., 2016). Instead of being pulled toward retirement or 
pushed out of the labour force, older workers can also be pulled toward employment 
(e.g., because of desirable job characteristics, high job satisfaction or social status that is 
derived from one’s job) or pushed to continue working (e.g., out of financial necessity). 
Disadvantaged older workers, particularly those who have obtained lower educational 
degrees and belong to lower social classes, may prefer to retire at younger ages (e.g., because 
they are dissatisfied with their job) than more privileged older workers. However, they 
cannot quit working because they lack the financial means to do so, which exacerbates 
social inequality. Higher educated elderly usually occupy more attractive and better 
paying jobs than their lower educated counterparts (Becker, 1964; Mincer, 1974). As 
a consequence, they can afford to retire early (Schils, 2008). Contrastingly, they may 
prefer to postpone retirement because they entered the labour market at an older age 
and are intrinsically motivated to work. It also seems to be the case that there still is a 
strong preference for early retirement among less educated older workers (Radl, 2012).
With regard to social class, Blossfeld and colleagues (2006; 2011) found that, in 






r 1to members of the working class. Building on this work, Radl (2013) showed that there 
are marked social class differences in retirement timing and that these differences can 
partly be attributed to the varying exposure of social classes to push factors. For example, 
bad health is one of the most important reasons for manual workers, manual supervisors 
and lower sales workers to retire involuntary. This is likely inherent to the nature of 
their jobs. Although class position seems to strongly predict forced early retirement 
(Ebbinghaus & Radl, 2015), theoretical guidance is often lacking. Relatively little is 
known about less favourable early exit pathways like disability and unemployment 
compared to early retirement that is of a more voluntary nature. Additionally, to what 
extent are these premature labour market exits socially differentiated and to what extent 
is social inequality worsening given the increased attention to extended working lives?
There are obviously more labour market outcomes for older people other than retirement, 
but social stratification research on other late career outcomes is scarce. In addition to 
voluntary (early) retirement and involuntary (early) retirement through disability or 
unemployment, research has looked into bridge employment (Dingemans, Henkens & 
Van Solinge, 2016), self-employment (Van Solinge, 2014) and training opportunities for 
older workers (Lazazzara, Karpinska & Henkens, 2013). However, not enough scholarly 
attention has been given to other labour market experiences of older workers before 
retirement and to social inequality in those experiences. Two relevant events that could 
happen to older people who are active in the labour market are downward occupational 
mobility and reduction of working hours. Very few studies addressed these issues and 
the research that is available deals with demotion (i.e., a reassignment to a position of 
lower status and pay). This strand of literature is mainly descriptive and does not often 
perform multivariate analyses (Josten & Schalk, 2016; Van Dalen & Henkens, 2014; 
2015). Again, a relevant question is to what extent a step down the career ladder or 
working fewer hours is either voluntary or involuntary and to what extent this is socially 
differentiated.
1.2.3. Institutional, cultural and structural factors
Thus far, I have understated the fact that older workers are part of a social context. 
First of all, the macro-level context may affect older people’s labour market outcomes. 
Institutional, cultural and structural factors all play a role in determining the labour force 
participation of older people (Van Vuuren & Deelen, 2009). Retirement laws are a prime 
example of institutional factors that influence the older workforce. In the Netherlands, 
the mandatory retirement age is gradually increasing from 65 to 67 years. The focus was 
not always on ongoing participation of older workers. Quite the contrary, it used to lie 
on early retirement (Kapteyn, De Vos & Kalwij, 2010; Kohli, Rein, Guillemard & Van 
Gunsteren, 1991). Generous early retirement schemes provided older workers with the 
opportunity to retire well before the official retirement age in the 1980s and large parts 
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of the 1990s (Ebbinghaus, 2006; Schils, 2008). Older workers who made use of those 
schemes could receive a replacement income of 80 percent or even higher, which means 
they got a monthly income that corresponded to 80 percent of their previous income 
from employment until they reached the state pension age. As many older workers did 
not pass up on this offer, these early retirement schemes became too expensive and they 
were eventually abolished. Prior research found that the closing off of these early exit 
routes increased the number of employed older people in the health care sector (Euwals, 
Van Vuuren & Van Vuuren, 2012) and in several sectors in the period between 1989 
and 2000 in the Netherlands (Euwals, Van Vuuren & Wolthoff, 2010).
The policy reforms also sought to bring about a cultural change. That is, the Dutch 
government aimed at replacing the early retirement culture by an active ageing norm. Yet, 
to date, research has not really examined whether norms at the macro-level affect older 
people’s labour force participation. The same holds true for the influence of structural 
factors. One particular relevant trend is that of deindustrialisation. Industrial sector jobs 
disappeared as the service sector grew exponentially (Van Gessel-Dabekaussen, 2008). 
At the same time, skilled labour gained importance over unskilled and manual labour as 
a result of technological innovations and, accordingly, employers developed a preference 
for highly skilled workers. This process is also known as skill-biased technological 
change (Spitz-Oener, 2006). Older workers may suffer from skill-biased technological 
change because they are overrepresented in low-skilled jobs in the industrial sector and 
because their skills might be outdated (Bosch & Ter Weel, 2013). The existing body 
of knowledge has documented that deindustrialisation causes high unemployment in 
wealthy countries (e.g., Kollmeyer & Pichler, 2013). What is not yet known is whether 
deindustrialisation also leads to (higher) unemployment among older workers and 
whether deindustrialisation hits certain groups of older workers harder than others. 
Scholars do not often link the macro to the micro level and certainly not in an empirical 
sense (e.g., by testing for cross-level interaction effects). It thus remains an open question 
to what extent the impact of deindustrialisation on the risk of unemployment is stronger 
or weaker for lower and higher educated older workers and for older workers in lower 
and higher social classes.
1.2.4. The life course perspective
Late-life labour market outcomes are not only part of a social context, but are also 
embedded in time as part of a person’s life course. In general, the life course perspective 
is underused and underdeveloped in understanding labour market outcomes of older 
people. This is partly due to the fact that life course data are scarce and are limited 
in the amount of information they contain. Many findings, and this holds true for 
most studies discussed above, are based on the analysis of cross-sectional data, which 






r 1approach causal estimates of predictors, but this practice is not yet widespread and many 
advances can still be made. However, life course data – including (full) employment 
histories – are becoming increasingly available, which makes it possible to systematically 
connect earlier life events to experiences later in life (Elder & Giele, 2009). Despite 
some notable exceptions (e.g., Damman, Henkens & Kalmijn, 2011; De Preter, Van 
Looy, Mortelmans & Denaeghel, 2013b; Henretta, O’Rand & Chan, 1993; Madero-
Cabib, Gauthier & Le Goff, 2015; Möhring, 2015; Raymo, Warren, Sweeney, Hauser 
& Ho, 2010), social scientists rarely approach research questions about older workers 
from a life course perspective. Yet, how does the life course of different social groups 
unfold and how do classic social stratification variables (i.e., education and social class) 
fit into these diverging lives? Thus far, these questions are still largely unanswered.
If a life course perspective is adopted, there are generally three limitations of previous 
research (Damman et al., 2011; Damman, Henkens & Kalmijn, 2015; Finch, 2014; 
Hank, 2004; Hank & Korbmacher, 2013; Hayward, Friedman & Chen, 1998; Madero-
Cabib et al., 2015; Raymo et al., 2010; Raymo, Warren, Sweeney, Hauser & Ho, 2011). 
First, these studies almost exclusively investigated definitive labour market withdrawals 
and seldom looked at experiences before retirement, thereby neglecting the long-term 
trajectories leading up to retirement and also neglecting possible other experiences in 
the late career. Second, a plethora of studies have examined the influence of family 
and partner characteristics on retirement behaviour (Blau, 1998; Dahl, Nilsen & 
Vaage, 2003; Denaeghel, Mortelmans & Borghgraef, 2011; Henkens & Van Solinge, 
2002; Ho & Raymo, 2009; Kubicek, Korunka, Hoonakker & Raymo, 2010; Loretto 
& Vickerstaff, 2012; Radl & Himmelreicher, 2015; Smith & Moen, 1998; Szinovacz 
& DeViney, 2000). One of the primary findings is that partners often retire jointly. 
However, prior life course research on joint retirement largely focused on the impact of 
midlife experiences on either men’s or women’s employment exit, but did not look at 
older couples or at men and women simultaneously. As the principle of linked lives is 
one of the key notions of the life course paradigm (Elder, Johnson & Crosnoe, 2003), 
couples’ retirement trajectories warrant more attention than presently given. Third, it is 
currently unknown how the late-life employment trajectories look like for older couples. 
How (un)equal is their division of paid labour, for instance? Empirical evidence suggests 
that the division of labour becomes more equal after couples have retired (Leopold & 
Skopek, 2015; Szinovacz, 2000), but there is not a lot of research done on this topic. 
Also, to what extent are disadvantageous employment trajectories concentrated in 
older couples? Finally, it is also unknown how, and to what extent, couples’ late-life 




1.3. Approach and contributions to the literature
This dissertation consists of four studies that each address different aspects of the late 
employment career (see also section 1.1.). Each chapter makes its own distinctive 
contribution to the discussed literature by strongly intertwining its theoretical and 
empirical approach. Ultimately, my goal is to examine social inequality patterns in a wide 
range of labour market and household outcomes of older people in the Netherlands.
1.3.1. A resource-based theoretical framework
The theoretical starting point of this dissertation is a resource perspective (Wang et al., 
2011). As mentioned, I use two classic social stratification aspects that may indicate 
social inequality: educational level and social class. Both can be regarded as ‘resources’ 
or as a way to gain access to resources within given structural constraints. The general 
hypothesis is that older people and older couples who possess less resources (i.e., lower 
educated older workers in lower social classes) are faring worse in the labour market 
than older people and older couples who have more resources at their disposal (i.e., 
higher educated older workers belonging to higher social classes). Depending on the 
labour market or household outcome under study, this hypothesis is derived from well-
established and primarily labour market theories that are directly or indirectly related 
to resources. Testing hypotheses derived from those theories as well as the actual effects 
of educational level and social class in the empirical analyses inform us about social 
inequality patterns among older people in the Dutch labour market and in Dutch 
households.
First, and perhaps foremost, human capital theory (Becker, 1964) may come to mind 
when thinking of theories that are able to predict what may happen to older people who 
are active in the workforce. Human capital constitutes a key resource in the labour market. 
On the one hand, older workers have on-the-job knowledge and much work experience. 
On the other hand, their human capital may depreciate due to skills obsolescence and 
outdated educational qualifications. Older employees may also be unable to keep up 
with rapid technological advances. If the latter arguments apply stronger than the 
former, older workers could, for instance, face a higher risk of unemployment or even 
forced early retirement. More importantly, lower educated older workers are expected 
to struggle harder compared to their higher educated counterparts because their low 
education is an indicator of less human capital. Moreover, older workers who obtained 
lower levels of education may particularly suffer from human capital depreciation, may 
have difficulties keeping up with technological developments and may not be able to do 
labour-intensive jobs anymore.
Lower educational degrees are also a negative signal to employers, at least compared to 






r 1occupy a less favourable position in the job queue and are forced to settle for less 
attractive jobs (Thurow, 1975). They more often end up in lower-paying jobs in lower 
social classes (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). It is also said that better educated people 
would have access to the primary segment of the labour market, which provides 
access to resources like higher wages, strong employment protection legislation and 
favourable working conditions. Contrastingly, less educated people would be employed 
in the secondary segment of the labour market, which is characterised by lower pay, 
harsh(er) working conditions, physically demanding labour, temporary contracts, weak 
employment protection legislation and so on (Lindbeck & Snower, 1988; Piore, 1975). 
Analogously, older workers who attained less education and are in lower social classes are 
thus expected to be less attractive to employers and to be in the secondary labour market 
segment more often than older workers who attained higher education and belong to 
higher social classes. This may lead to other unwanted and under investigated labour 
market outcomes, such as downward occupational mobility or unemployment.
1.3.2. Social context
Given the identified gaps in the literature, older workers are integrated in three distinct 
– yet also related – contexts in the four empirical chapters in this dissertation: the 
Netherlands, the life course and the household. Thus, I incorporate different levels in 
the research design of my thesis, namely the country or macro level, the individual or 
micro level and the household level.
People live in countries that each have their own policies, culture and economic 
climate. The country context in this dissertation is that of the Netherlands. Coming 
back to the country conditions described in section 1.2.3., I examine the contextual-
level effects of policy reforms, normative change and deindustrialisation on the labour 
force participation of older people, while holding constant the macro-economic 
circumstances. These macro-level characteristics may have an impact on late career 
outcomes by directly affecting older people’s attitudes and resources, their access to 
resources or how their resources play out in the labour market. For example, the generous 
early retirement schemes were abolished, so older workers were denied access to the 
financial resources that early retirement funds provided. When considering educational 
attainment and social class as ‘resources’, another example is that deindustrialisation 
could be particularly harmful for less educated and working-class elderly as they are 
overrepresented in industrial sector jobs (Bosch & Ter Weel, 2013). Hence, the current 
study establishes a link between the macro and micro level by hypothesising, among 
other things, that deindustrialisation differently affects certain groups of older workers, 
inducing or aggravating social inequality.
This dissertation aspires to fill another important lacuna in the literature on older 
workers by embedding labour market outcomes in later life in the life course paradigm 
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(Elder et al., 2003). Important and closely related concepts that are used throughout 
this thesis are long-term trajectories, cumulative (dis)advantage, linked lives and, to 
a lesser extent, the interdependence of life spheres. First of all, I look at long-term 
trajectories, meaning that I do not look at snapshots of time, but examine extended 
periods of time (i.e., employment careers). Most notably, I dynamically study older 
people’s entire employment histories and how earlier (work-related) experiences (e.g., 
disability and unemployment spells) are connected to labour market outcomes later in 
life (e.g., becoming disabled and unemployed). The notion of cumulative (dis)advantage 
(Crystal et al., 2016; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006) also plays a major role in making this 
connection. I argue that older workers and older couples may accumulate resources (or 
advantages) over the life course. Moreover, I argue that lower educated older workers in 
lower social classes accumulate less resources (or advantages) over the life course than 
higher educated workers in higher social classes. Obtaining an educational degree is 
one of the earliest life experiences that is crucial for future success in the labour market. 
Higher educational qualifications provide access to higher-class and higher-paying jobs 
(Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Wolbers, 2000), so already at a young age, different 
levels of resources are accumulated.
Furthermore, people with varying educational degrees will most likely lead different lives 
and have diverging occupational careers (Buchholz et al., 2009). In turn, these diverging 
job careers can affect labour market outcomes later in life. For example, compare a lower 
educated individual who performed manual work for major parts of his or her career to a 
higher educated professional who did not have to perform physically demanding labour 
year in and year out. In general, the former individual will have a higher likelihood 
to develop health problems later in life and to eventually retire prematurely through 
disability or unemployment. The latter individual, however, will generally have a higher 
wage across his or her employment career, accumulate more (financial) resources and can 
therefore afford to retire early. Earlier life experiences can thus systematically be linked 
to later life experiences and this may lead to widening inequality when disadvantages 
accumulate over the life course (Dannefer, 2003).
Next to the macro and micro level, I also take into account the household level. Older 
people are often married or in a relationship and, as such, part of a household. Another 
relevant principle of the life course perspective in this respect is the principle of linked lives. 
In this dissertation, it refers to the linked lives of partners. I examine their employment 
trajectories later in life as prior research did not (or could not) pay attention to those joint 
trajectories. Again, I focus on long-term trajectories and look at longer life spans, which 
not only include retirement transitions, but also transitions from employment to non-
employment and vice versa. Classic theories about the household division of paid (and 
unpaid) labour between partners – specialisation (Becker, 1981), resource-bargaining 






r 1are usually applied to the family formation phase and subsequent period (Blossfeld & 
Drobnič, 2001; Kühhirt, 2012; Langner, 2015) are now applied to older couples. The 
late-life employment trajectories of couples are partly the result of household decision 
making processes and these processes are, in turn, related to each partner’s educational 
attainment and social status. The specialisation and resource-bargaining approach make 
assumptions about the impact of a comparative advantage in resources or human capital 
of one partner over the other. For instance, if one partner obtained a higher educational 
degree or is in a higher social class than the other partner (i.e., a comparative advantage 
in the labour market or higher earnings potential), both approaches predict that the 
former partner does more paid work (and less unpaid work in the household), whereas 
the opposite is expected for the latter partner. This could lead to inequality both within 
and between elderly households. Finally, the influence of interconnected life spheres on 
late career and household outcomes is touched upon (Madero-Cabib et al., 2015). In 
particular, I link earlier life experiences of couples in the family domain (e.g., marriage 
and childbirth) to experiences in the work domain later in life, that is, couples’ late-
life employment trajectories. In sum, this study aims at contributing to the body of 
knowledge by addressing several key principles of the life course perspective.
1.4. Methodology
The most important aspect of the methodology that I use in my dissertation is that 
all empirical chapters have a clear longitudinal component or design. I either use 
representative samples of the Dutch population over time (repeated cross-sectional data) 
or full employment histories of older workers and their partners (retrospective life course 
data). This is particularly useful when adopting a life course approach as longitudinal 
data allow me to follow individuals through time and to study the impact of earlier life 
events on labour market and household outcomes in later life. Figure 1.2 summarises 
the key concepts in this thesis and how they relate to each other.
1.4.1. Data
In Chapter 2, I employ data from the Dutch Labour Force Survey (LFS), which is 
conducted on a yearly basis by Statistic Netherlands. The target population consists 
of people aged 15 years and older who live in the Netherlands. The LFS data draw 
upon very large and representative samples of the Dutch population, which makes it 
possible to reliably document trends in labour force participation of older workers. 
Another advantage of the LFS data is that they contain partner characteristics; an 
important control variable in this chapter. I pooled the LFS data from 1992 to 2009 (18 
consecutive years) and enriched it with contextual-level and time-varying data on the 
number of early retirement schemes, normative climate, level of deindustrialisation and 
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unemployment rates (independent variables at the macro level in Figure 1.2) to examine 
their impact on the likelihood that older people are employed, early retired, disabled 
and unemployed (dependent variables in late life at the micro level in Figure 1.2).
In Chapter 3, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, I use data from four rounds of the Family Survey 
Dutch Population (FSDP), conducted in 1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009 (Kraaykamp, 
Wolbers & Ruiter, 2009). The FSDP is a retrospective life course survey among Dutch-
speaking individuals between the age of 18 and 70 years living in the Netherlands. 
Respondents are interviewed face-to-face using Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing 
(CAPI) and are retrospectively questioned about their life course. The questionnaire 
registers the entire educational and occupational histories of both primary respondents 
and their partners (if applicable), resulting in monthly information on their employment 
status, occupation, social class, working hours and so on. All waves of the FSDP are 
highly comparable in its design, that is, with respect to the data collection, sampling 
procedure and questionnaire. The response rate in 2003 was slightly higher (52.6 percent) 
compared to 1998 (47.3 percent), 2000 (40.6 percent) and 2009 (44.2 percent). The 
response rates may seem rather low at first glance. Yet, one has to keep in mind that both 
partners must have participated. In general, all samples are representative of the Dutch 
population. Married and cohabiting people were intentionally oversampled in each 
round, which also translated into an overrepresentation of older people because they are 
married and cohabiting more often than younger people. This actually is an advantage 
because I select older individuals. The samples are representative of gender and, to a large 
extent, of education as well. More information is available in the data documentations 
(De Graaf, De Graaf, Kraaykamp & Ultee, 1998; 2000; 2003; Kraaykamp et al., 2009).
To prepare the FSDP data for analysis, I constructed a person-month file (Chapter 3 and 
Chapter 4) as well as a couple-month file (Chapter 5). For every respondent and his or 
her partner, each month of their entire working life is coded, starting the moment they 
left daytime education. If respondents were employed, I have information on several 
occupational characteristics, such as the job title, social class and working hours. If 
not, respondents are coded as disabled, unemployed, inactive, early retired or in the 
military. I prepared the data from the 2009 wave ‘manually’, meaning that I coded one 
respondent at a time, because of difficulties with branching in the questionnaire. This 
took a lot of time and effort, but resulted in a nice and clean person-period file.
As this thesis deals with older people, I set 45 years as minimum age threshold. I tried 
different age selections across the empirical chapters (i.e., 45, 50 and 55 years), but all 
findings are robust to any age specification. The actual presented age selections differ 
per chapter because the number of respondents that experiences an event or transition 
in the late career differs depending on the labour market or household outcome under 







r 1Another major selection – at least in Chapter 2 to 4 – is that I only included older men in 
the analyses. First of all, female labour market participation started to increase relatively 
late in the Netherlands. The female employment rate in the Netherlands rose from 30 
percent in 1975 to about 70 percent in 2011 (OECD, 2012a), which is mainly caused 
by younger generations of women that are active in the labour market. The vast majority 
of women from these younger birth cohorts were not (yet) in their late career at the 
moment of the survey or not in later career stages at the time that the early retirement 
schemes were available. Additionally, many women (especially mothers) work part-time, 
which leads to lower pension entitlements (Finch, 2014). Consequently, the number of 
women that retired early is too low to analyse.
Furthermore, given the survey years and given the age selection, the analytical samples 
consist mostly of respondents from rather old birth cohorts. Women born in these 
cohorts did not usually re-enter the labour market after marriage and/or childbirth 
and remained housewives (Hendrickx, Bernasco & De Graaf, 2001). Large parts of 
their employment history are therefore characterised by inactivity in the labour market, 
which also becomes apparent in Chapter 5 when I include older women in the analytical 
sample and examine their employment trajectories in later life, along with those of 
their male partners. Although women are excluded from the analyses in Chapter 2, 3 
and 4, female partner characteristics are always part of the models as important control 
variables. Finally, as mentioned, the fifth chapter explicitly focuses on both members of 
opposite-sex couples, thus including women.
1.4.2. Measurements
Education and social class are the key independent variables in this dissertation and 
the main indicators of social inequality. I use comparable measures of educational 
level and social class in all empirical chapters. Educational level refers to the highest 
obtained educational degree and social class is based on the EGP class schema (Erikson 
& Goldthorpe, 1992). I distinguish seven classes: higher professionals (I), lower 
professionals (II), non-manual workers (III), self-employed (IV), higher working class 
(V), skilled manual workers (VI) and unskilled manual workers (VII). As can be observed 
from Figure 1.2, these micro-level variables are embedded in the life course. Educational 
level is a time-constant or static variable that is measured in early life and social class is 
a time-varying or dynamic variable that is measured over the entire occupational career. 
Education is strongly correlated with social class: people who attained higher levels of 
education generally reach higher social classes than people who attained lower levels of 
education. In turn, education and social class are directly related to the labour market 
outcomes of older people and older couples. Both are also indirectly related to these 
outcomes in late life because they constitute defining factors for employment careers 
and family formation processes in midlife. Employment career characteristics play a 
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major role throughout this thesis and they are measured in various ways.
In Chapter 3, I apply innovative methods, namely sequencing and clustering techniques 
(Aisenbrey & Fasang, 2010; Gabadinho, Ritschard, Studer & Müller, 2009), to construct 
a typology of employment histories. In both Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, employment 
biographies are also represented by several interval variables: the number of years that an 
older worker was employed full-time and part-time, the number of years of employment 
in the industrial and public sector, the number of job changes, the number of social 
security episodes, etc. The family formation phase is represented by, among others, 
the age at which respondents married and the age at which respondents experienced 
childbirth. Figure 1.2 indicates that these midlife experiences may have an influence 
on the labour market and household outcomes in the late career. In line with the life 
course perspective, all life stages are interrelated in a systematic manner, leading to path 
dependency and possibly cumulative (dis)advantage as well (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006).
Moving on to the dependent variables in late life (see also Figure 1.2), employment, 
early retirement, disability and unemployment are self-reported by respondents in 
Chapter 2 and 3, although the definitions slightly differ in these chapters. In Chapter 2, 
individuals are employed if they have paid work for at least 12 hours per week, whereas 
the number of working hours does not matter for the employment status in Chapter 3. 
Individuals are early retired when they have not yet reached the mandatory state pension 
age of 65 years (the statutory pension age at the time of the data collection) and report 
that they are retired. There are various definitions of early retirement in the literature 
(Feldman & Beehr, 2011). For example, scholars use the receipt of pension benefits, 
a substantial reduction of working hours or self-reported retirement status. I use the 
latter approach, meaning that self-reported early retirement is defined as quitting work 
before the age of 65. In Chapter 2, unemployment refers to older workers without paid 
work or a job of less than 12 hours per week. Moreover, they have to actively search 
for paid work and must be available to start working immediately. Again, there are no 
restrictions with regard to working hours in Chapter 3. Disability in both Chapter 2 
and 3 pertains to older workers who stated they cannot work due to a disability or an 
illness. Downward occupational mobility in Chapter 4 is defined as a reduction of 5 
points on the ISEI scale (Ganzeboom, De Graaf & Treiman, 1992). Also in Chapter 4, 
a cutback in working hours is the equivalent of working one day less, which is usually 
8 working hours in the Netherlands. Last but certainly not least, I apply the state-
of-the-art multichannel sequencing technique in Chapter 5 to construct the late-life 
employment trajectories of couples (Gauthier, Widmer, Bucher & Notredame, 2010). 
This method was originally developed to examine multiple life spheres simultaneously 
(Pollock, 2007). For example, one may combine work and family trajectories of 
individuals (Madero-Cabib et al., 2015). Recently, it has been modified to study dyadic 
trajectories (Fasang & Raab, 2014). In Chapter 5, I study older couples and combine the 
late-life employment trajectories of both partners. The trajectories consist of monthly 
information on employment status (i.e., employed, disabled, unemployed, early retired 
and inactive) and social class.
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Figure 1.2: Conceptual framework
1.4.3. Analysis
Multivariate analysis is applied in all empirical chapters in this dissertation to estimate 
the impact of the main independent variables net of each other and to control for crucial 
variables, such as age, birth cohort, partner characteristics and unemployment rate. In 
Chapter 2, this is done by means of multinomial logistic regression analysis with robust 
standard errors to take into account that respondents are nested in period or survey year. 
Multinomial logistic regression analysis is the correct procedure when the dependent 
variable consists of more than two unordered categories. Early retirement serves as 
reference category as the pathways into early retirement were closed down step by step 
and older workers thus increasingly ended up in other situations, mainly employment, 
disability or unemployment. In addition, I estimate a cross-level interaction effect 
between deindustrialisation and education on the employment status of older people. 
Multinomial logistic regression analysis is also used in Chapter 5 to examine the 
correlates of couples’ late-life employment trajectories and their division of paid work.
In Chapter 3 and 4, I apply event history analysis (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 2002). This 
provides me with the opportunity to make causal inferences. In Chapter 3, older workers 






r 1late-life employment trajectories of both partners. The trajectories consist of monthly 
information on employment status (i.e., employed, disabled, unemployed, early retired 
and inactive) and social class.
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Figure 1.2: Conceptual framework
1.4.3. Analysis
Multivariate analysis is applied in all empirical chapters in this dissertation to estimate 
the impact of the main independent variables net of each other and to control for crucial 
variables, such as age, birth cohort, partner characteristics and unemployment rate. In 
Chapter 2, this is done by means of multinomial logistic regression analysis with robust 
standard errors to take into account that respondents are nested in period or survey year. 
Multinomial logistic regression analysis is the correct procedure when the dependent 
variable consists of more than two unordered categories. Early retirement serves as 
reference category as the pathways into early retirement were closed down step by step 
and older workers thus increasingly ended up in other situations, mainly employment, 
disability or unemployment. In addition, I estimate a cross-level interaction effect 
between deindustrialisation and education on the employment status of older people. 
Multinomial logistic regression analysis is also used in Chapter 5 to examine the 
correlates of couples’ late-life employment trajectories and their division of paid work.
In Chapter 3 and 4, I apply event history analysis (Blossfeld & Rohwer, 2002). This 
provides me with the opportunity to make causal inferences. In Chapter 3, older workers 
enter the risk set at age 50 and they have to be employed. From that moment on, they 
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are ‘at risk’ of experiencing an event. In the analysis in this chapter, the events are retiring 
early and becoming disabled or unemployed. Educational level and the employment 
career characteristics are measured before the age of 50 (i.e., before respondents enter 
the risk set) and social class is measured after the age of 50. In Chapter 4, the risk set is 
largely similar, but the events are different. In this chapter, the events that older workers 
may experience are downward occupational mobility and a reduction of working hours. 
Finally, I present predicted probabilities and calculate average marginal effects (whenever 
possible) following recent methodological standards (Mood, 2010). Average marginal 
effects make it possible to compare models in (multinomial) logistic regression analysis 
and they provide an intuitive interpretation.
1.5. Empirical studies
1.5.1. Chapter 2
The first empirical chapter – Chapter 2 – examines trends in labour force participation 
of older men (55-65 years) in the Netherlands. The first aim of this chapter is to describe 
those trends and to characterise them in terms of policy reforms (i.e., the discouragement 
of early retirement), normative change and deindustrialisation. Using 18 annual and 
consecutive waves of the Dutch Labour Force Survey (LFS), an accurate picture is 
provided for the period 1992-2009. The share of early retirees and disability benefits 
recipients steadily decreased over this period, while labour force participation of older 
men increased. I characterise these developments both theoretically and empirically in 
terms of policy reforms, normative change and deindustrialisation. As early retirement 
schemes were abolished (measured by the number of early retirement funds and 
representing the most important policy measure) due to the rising costs associated with 
the ageing of the Dutch population, older men became more likely to be employed, 
disabled and unemployed compared to early retired between 1992 and 2009. Normative 
change and deindustrialisation, however, do not seem to have an impact on older men’s 
labour market position.
The second aim of this chapter is to assess to what extent labour force participation of 
older men in the Netherlands between 1992 and 2009 is educationally differentiated. 
In line with labour market theories (Arrow, 1973; Mincer, 1974), and especially with 
human capital theory (Becker, 1964), educational level is indeed a strong predictor of 
employment status in later life. Especially the risk of being disabled and unemployed 
is educationally differentiated. Lower educated older men are worse off in this regard 
compared to higher educated older men, indicating that there is social inequality among 
older workers.
The third and final aim of this chapter is to connect the macro to the micro level and 






r 1level. I find that deindustrialisation increases the chances of employment for older men 
with a university degree. Older men who attended university thus seem to have more 
opportunities in the labour market. Moreover, a shrinking industrial sector is particularly 
harmful for less educated older men as their likelihood to become unemployed has 
increased compared to early retirement. This again points to social inequality among 
older workers.
1.5.2. Chapter 3
The third chapter of this dissertation, and the second empirical one, examines early 
retirement (i.e., retirement before the age of 65 and early retirement through disability 
and unemployment) from a life course and social stratification perspective. I propose 
that social stratification research that integrates pull and push factors can be enhanced 
by a life course perspective. It also builds on Chapter 2 by studying the same outcomes at 
the individual level using a dynamic approach. The first aim is assess to what extent early 
retirement of older men (50-65 years) in the Netherlands is related to their employment 
career, educational level and social class. The second aim is to establish to what extent 
educational level and social class still exert an influence on early retirement of older men 
once I take their employment career into account.
Competing risks discrete-time event history analysis of retrospective life course data 
from four rounds (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the Family Survey Dutch Population 
(FSDP) reveals that employment career characteristics are strongly associated with early 
retirement. Older men who held occupational positions throughout their career that are 
mainly characterised by part-time employment, self-employment and varying types of 
employment are less likely to retire before the official retirement age compared to older 
men who were mainly employed full-time throughout their career. This suggests that 
full-time employment histories generate more pension entitlements, which may enable 
early retirement. The results further show that working in the industrial sector for many 
years increases the likelihood of early retirement via disability or unemployment. This 
probability also increases when older men experienced an episode or multiple spells of 
disability or unemployment across their occupational career. Job discontinuity seems 
to force older men to postpone (early) retirement, whereas they face higher risks of 
disability and unemployment when extending their working life.
Older men who obtained a lower educational degree are more likely to retire early – 
also through disability or unemployment – than older men who attained a university 
degree, irrespective of their employment trajectories. Hence, education directly affects 
early retirement over and above older men’s employment history. Furthermore, there 
are marked social class differences in early retirement. Working-class elderly are less 
likely to retire early than the self-employed. They also face higher risks of disability and 
unemployment than members of the service class and those who are self-employed, 
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owing to career volatility and because older working-class males are often employed 
in the industrial sector for a long period of their life. In sum, the results show that 
disadvantages in the labour market accumulate over the life course, especially for the 
lower educated in lower social classes, leading to old-age inequality.
1.5.3. Chapter 4
Besides or next to early retirement through disability and unemployment (see Chapter 
3), older workers might also experience other events in the late career. The fourth chapter 
therefore examines two understudied labour market outcomes among Dutch older 
men (50-65 years): downward occupational mobility and reduction of working time. 
Based on well-established labour market theories, that is, human capital (Becker, 1964), 
signalling (Spence, 1973), implicit contract (Lazear, 1979), insider-outsider (Lindbeck 
& Snower, 1988) and labour market segmentation theory (Piore, 1975), I argue that 
older workers who are or feel less attached to the workforce are more likely to be moved 
downward and reduce their working hours than older workers who are more integrated 
in the labour market.
To test this hypothesis, I again employ retrospective employment history data from 
four rounds of the FSDP. Labour market integration is proxied by three indicators: 
social class, re-entering employment after disability or unemployment and part-time 
work. The results of the event history analysis indicate that all three strongly affect 
downward occupational mobility as well as reduction of working hours among older 
men in the Netherlands, net of educational level, employment career characteristics, 
household context and macro-economic circumstances. First, older men in lower social 
classes are more likely to experience both events compared to older men in higher social 
classes. Second, older men who re-enter employment following an episode of disability 
or unemployment are more likely to re-enter in a lower status occupation than their 
previous job. They also are more likely to work fewer hours than they formerly did. Third, 
older men who work part-time (1-34 hours per week) are more likely to be downwardly 
mobile and to reduce their working hours compared to older men who work full-time 
(35-40 hours per week). Hence, the general hypothesis on labour market integration of 
older workers is strongly supported by these findings as workers who belong to lower 
social classes, become unemployed or disabled and re-enter employment, and work 
part-time in the late career are more likely to experience both downward occupational 
mobility and a cutback in working hours. The overall findings suggest once more that 
there are social disparities in labour market outcomes of older people and that social 
inequality between older workers could be increasing.
1.5.4. Chapter 5






r 145 to 65 of both members of opposite-sex couples in the Netherlands. It addresses 
inequality within and between older couples in employment, social class and the 
division of paid work. Older women take a more prominent role in this chapter than 
in the previous empirical chapters and I also make a switch from the individual level to 
the household level.
I first explore which types of late-life employment trajectories exist for couples in the 
Netherlands. Applying innovative methods, that is, multichannel sequence and cluster 
analysis, to retrospective data from the FSDP, four clusters of employment trajectories 
are identified for older couples: high status dual-earners, high status male breadwinner 
couples, low status male breadwinner couples and dual-joblessness. Disadvantageous 
employment trajectories are thus concentrated in couples as the dual-joblessness cluster 
consists of couples in which both partners are non-employed for large parts of their late 
career. Furthermore, I do not find low status dual-earner couples, suggesting that older 
couples who have less resources do not opt for a dual-earner strategy.
The results of the multivariate analysis show that older couples in which men attained a 
higher educational level than their female partner are less likely to be male breadwinner 
couples and more likely to be dual-earners later in life. Theories about a comparative 
advantage in paid labour are not supported (Becker, 1981). Instead, the ‘doing gender’ 
approach that focuses on gender role attitudes is more strongly supported (West & 
Zimmerman, 1987). If both partners have completed tertiary education, if the female 
partner is from a younger generation and if a couple is non-religious, older couples are 
more likely to be high status dual-earners. Highly educated couples are less likely to be 
in the low status male breadwinner cluster. To summarise, dual-earners are concentrated 
among partners who both are highly educated and both have high status jobs, whereas 
the male breadwinner model and dual-joblessness are more prevalent among lower 
educated and less resourceful older couples. Couples’ late-life employment trajectories 
thus seem to exacerbate inequality between elderly households.
1.6. General conclusion and discussion
The population of the Netherlands is ageing rapidly. An increasing number of older 
people will claim state pension benefits, while the number of people of workforce age is 
shrinking. This causes a strong rise in the old-age dependency ratio as there will be less 
people working and paying income taxes and more people claiming state pension benefits 
(Statistics Netherlands, 2016). A rapidly ageing population thus places considerable 
financial strain upon pension systems. One of the main policies adopted by the Dutch 
government as well as many other Western governments to address demographic ageing 
has been to increase the state pension age (Foster & Walker, 2015; OECD, 2015). Ever 
more older people extend their working life, yet policies that encourage older workers 
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to remain in the labour force longer do not take into account the challenges that certain 
groups of older workers may face. Older workers are generally treated as a homogenous 
group without considering their ability and willingness to continue working into old 
age. In fact, social inequality between older workers may increase as a consequence of 
the implemented old-age policies when older workers who attained lower educational 
qualifications and older workers in lower social classes are disadvantaged and excluded 
in the labour market (Anxo et al., 2012; Blossfeld et al., 2011; Crystal et al., 2016; 
Wahrendorf et al., 2013). Social inequality between older couples may also increase if 
both members of a couple run high risks of labour market adversity in later life or if 
elderly households rely on a single income stream.
It is in this context that the overarching goal of this dissertation is to examine social 
inequality between older workers as well as older couples in the Netherlands. Moreover, 
as the current policies in place do not seem to adequately attend to the complex issues 
that some groups of older people face in the labour market, another aim of this thesis 
is to assess to what extent social inequality among older workers and older couples is 
growing. To fulfil these objectives, I examine educational and social class differences in 
the late career. Across four empirical chapters, I study a wide range of labour market 
and household outcomes of older people and older couples. Educational and social 
class disparities in those outcomes indicate social inequality, which is the core theme 
throughout this dissertation.
Overall, the findings of the four empirical studies clearly point to significant educational 
as well as social class differences between older workers and older couples in the 
Netherlands. I find educational and/or social class disparities in employment, early 
retirement, disability, unemployment, downward occupational mobility, reduction of 
working time, the division of paid work between partners and disadvantageous late-life 
employment trajectories of couples. More importantly, lower educated older workers 
in lower social classes are generally worse off than higher educated older workers in 
higher social classes when it comes to adverse labour market experiences. Older 
workers who are disadvantaged in terms of educational attainment and social class 
are particularly vulnerable to develop a disability or to lose their job. Older workers 
who are less integrated in the labour market are also more vulnerable to downward 
occupational mobility and a cutback in working hours. Taken together, these findings 
enhance our understanding of disadvantageous early exit pathways (i.e., disability and 
unemployment) and of other labour market outcomes before (early) retirement (i.e., 
downward mobility and reduction of working time).
The results of this dissertation support the resource-based theoretical framework (Wang 
et al., 2011), as outlined in section 1.3.1. I deduce theory-driven hypotheses on the 
impact of educational level and social class on a wide range of labour market outcomes, 






r 1mobility. Education and social class – two classic social stratification variables – are 
‘resources’, may grant people access to resources and are assets that are highly valued by 
employers. Older workers and older couples who have less resources (i.e., those who are 
lower educated and in lower social classes) run higher labour market risks and experience 
more negative labour market outcomes compared to older workers and older couples 
who possess more resources (i.e., those who are higher educated and in higher social 
classes). Indeed, the empirical chapters clearly demonstrate that the resource perspective 
is helpful in understanding why lower educated older workers and older couples who 
are in lower social classes are generally worse off in the labour market. The findings are 
also largely in line with well-established labour market theories and especially support 
human capital theory (Becker, 1964), which regards education and work experience as 
crucial labour market resources. Furthermore, such resources or advantages accumulate 
over the life course. A relevant conclusion in this regard is that disadvantages in the 
labour market (e.g., disability and unemployment spells or precarious employment) 
especially accumulate over the life course for the lower educated in lower social classes, 
leading to widening social inequality in later career stages (Crystal et al., 2016; Dannefer, 
2003; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006). Finally, resources also accumulate at the household 
level, which further increases social inequality (Verbakel, Luijkx & De Graaf, 2008).
A key strength of this thesis is the incorporation of and connection between different 
levels of theorising and analysis (e.g., the macro and micro level). As a result of the 
Dutch pension reforms, that is, the abolition of the early retirement schemes and the 
increase in state pension age, older workers have to postpone retirement and work longer. 
However, not all older workers are able to secure stable employment when they stay in 
the labour force longer and, instead of retiring early, they are more likely to become 
disabled and unemployed. This applies disproportionally to lower educated, working-
class elderly and thus leads to social inequality. On the one hand, policies to encourage 
longer working lives have succeeded as labour force participation rates of older people 
have increased in the Netherlands since the mid-1990s. On the other hand, those same 
policies seem conducive to social inequality among older workers. It also suggests that 
social inequality may well rise in the foreseeable future. Policies therefore need to pay 
attention to vulnerable groups of older workers and, in particular, to less educated older 
workers with lower social status in order to reduce social inequality. Macro-level policies 
are examples of institutional factors that may have an influence on older workers. I also 
connect the macro to the micro level and find that deindustrialisation – a structural 
factor – is especially harmful for lower educated older workers who are overrepresented 
in industrial sector jobs as they are more likely to be unemployed. Hence, next to 
institutional factors, structural factors may cause social inequality between older workers.
A major theoretical and empirical contribution of this dissertation lies in the integration 
of the life course perspective (Elder et al., 2003). I add to our understanding of labour 
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market and household outcomes in later life by applying the underused life course 
perspective, by employing unique data and by performing innovative analyses. I argue 
that the experiences of older people who are active in the labour market must be seen 
as part of one’s life course. Unfavourable labour market outcomes, such as disability 
and unemployment, are linked to earlier work-related experiences. Using retrospective 
data from the Family Survey Dutch Population (FSDP) (Kraaykamp et al., 2009), I not 
only show that employment career characteristics are directly related to early retirement, 
disability and unemployment, but also that social class differences in these experiences 
can be attributed to people’s varying employment histories. More specifically, older 
manual workers are more likely to become disabled and unemployed compared to 
service class members, which is due to their volatile employment careers and because 
they work in the industrial sector for major parts of their life.
The life course perspective also proves fruitful to study the late-life employment of couples 
and social inequality between older couples in the Netherlands. Examining long-term 
trajectories and bearing in mind the principle of linked lives – both important concepts 
in the life course paradigm – I find that disadvantageous employment trajectories in 
later life are concentrated in couples (Bernasco, De Graaf & Ultee, 1998), leading to 
inequality between elderly households. I also find that both partners of older dual-
earner couples are generally highly educated and members of upper classes, whereas I do 
not find older dual-earner couples in which both partners obtained lower educational 
qualifications and belong to lower social classes. This suggests that older couples who 
possess less resources do not share labour market risks and that partners of these couples 
are not both employed out of financial necessity (Oppenheimer, 1997). This further 
increases inequality between older couples.
Although this dissertation makes important and relevant contributions to the existing 
body of knowledge on the older workforce, there are ample opportunities for future 
research. First of all, future studies should use more recent and preferably also panel data 
to capture the latest social inequality dynamics. As I use retrospective data and because I 
select on age, the analyses in this thesis are usually restricted to rather old birth cohorts. 
The empirical chapters clearly establish that, among these births cohorts, there are huge 
educational and social class differences in labour market outcomes between older people 
and older couples in the Netherlands and they also suggest that such differences are 
increasing. Yet, it would be interesting and also important to examine social inequality 
patterns prospectively among younger birth cohorts. Panel data are useful to follow 
people over time, whereas retrospective data always lag behind and may suffer from 
recall bias. Employing other types of data may also provide larger sample sizes and 
more observed transitions in the late career. The use of retrospective data and event 
history analysis allows for more reliable causal inferences, which is an improvement 






r 1comes at a price. A higher number of events would be desirable, for example. Testing 
for interaction effects is particularly difficult when the number of events is low and/or if 
cell sizes are small. For instance, it would be interesting to examine moderation effects 
between educational level and employment career characteristics or between social class 
and employment history.
An obvious shortcoming of this dissertation is that I could not examine in more detail 
what happens to women who are part of the labour force later in life. Scholars should 
therefore pay more attention to the labour market outcomes of both older men and 
older women, preferably from a life course as well as household perspective. Closely 
related to the former discussion point, the sample is made up by older generations. 
Women from these generations remained inactive in the labour market after marriage 
and/or childbirth and generally did not re-enter the labour force in later life (Hendrickx 
et al., 2001). Simply put, this means that there are little to no events or transitions to 
analyse in the late career. Yet, women are increasingly active in the labour market, also 
in later life (Duberley & Carmichael, 2016). Although female partner characteristics are 
crucial controls in each empirical chapter and although one empirical chapter puts more 
emphasis on older women, considerably more work will need to be done to determine 
how women fare in the labour market in later career stages and what this means for 
households nowadays. The Netherlands forms an interesting case to study in this respect 
as part-time work is widespread among women and especially among mothers who can 
retain their ties to the labour market while also looking after their (young) children 
(Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997; OECD, 2012a). However, how do career interruptions and 
part-time employment in women’s earlier career stages affect outcomes in their later 
career stages? The life course perspective offers a useful toolbox to study this. I focus 
on the influence of employment trajectories and thereby add to previous research, but 
family and health trajectories are also relevant (Damman et al., 2011). Family trajectories 
seem especially relevant to investigate older women’s late career (Hank, 2004). Another 
promising avenue of research is to examine the impact of joint trajectories (e.g., work-
family trajectories) on experiences before, after and including retirement (Madero-
Cabib & Fasang, 2016; Madero-Cabib et al., 2015). Following the principle of linked 
lives (Elder et al., 2003), it would be even more interesting do this for both members of 
a couple simultaneously.
Even though a strength of this thesis is that I connect the macro to the micro level and 
acknowledge that institutional, cultural and structural factors may affect older workers, 
I neglect the meso or firm level (Van Dalen et al., 2010a). Active ageing strategies at 
the macro or national level should ideally also operate at the meso level, that is, the 
level of organisations. However, rather than activating older workers and enhancing 
their employability and productivity, employers generally seem to have policies in place 
that are lenient towards older workers (Conen, Henkens & Schippers, 2011; Taylor & 
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Walker, 1998). One can think of accommodative measures like providing additional 
leave, reducing the workload of older employees or allowing flexible working hours 
(Conen, Henkens & Schippers, 2012a; Van Dalen, Henkens & Schippers, 2009). Little 
is known about the impact of employers on social inequality between older workers and 
much less is known about the role of employers in relation to life course effects. For 
example, how do training programmes over the life course affect older workers? Lifelong 
learning could mitigate the accumulation of disadvantages, especially for lower educated 
people. Additionally, health impairments and especially health inequalities play an 
increasingly important role as workers age. Yet, how do employers cope with diverging 
health trajectories of their employees and to what extent are there best practices to 
adequately deal with the needs of different groups of older workers?
Further work needs to be done to establish whether similar social inequality dynamics 
occur in other countries. I am only able to draw conclusions about educational and 
social class differences between older workers and older couples in the Netherlands. It 
remains an open question to what extent these conclusions are generalisable to other 
contexts. Examining social inequality in the late career from a cross-national perspective 
also provides the opportunity to exploit cross-country variation in institutional, cultural 
and structural factors. Furthermore, it offers possibilities to test to what extent the 
relationship between, on the one hand, educational level and social class and, on the 
other hand, labour market and household outcomes in later life are contingent upon 
country characteristics like macro-economic conditions and national policies. The 
Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) is a suitable candidate 
for such research endeavours. The SHARELIFE data even enable the application of the 
life course perspective as it contains entire family, work and health histories (see also: 
www.share-project.org).
A last limitation is that I examine traditional (early) retirement transitions, meaning 
that many older workers (in particular, older men) went from being full-time employed 
to being full-time retired. However, these traditional transitions are becoming 
increasingly blurry. Retirement defined as going from employment to complete and 
permanent withdrawal from the labour force is no longer the norm in today’s society. 
Older workers increasingly transition into and out of retirement through blended work, 
bridge employment, flexible retirement, part-time jobs and self-employment (Damman, 
2016; Dingemans et al., 2016; Dropkin, Moline, Kim & Gold, 2016; Kojola & Moen, 
2016). Future studies could examine who has access to these types of employment and 
whether there is social inequality in access to these less traditional ways of retirement. 
Future studies could also pay more attention to the consequences of retirement and at 
outcomes when older people are out of the workforce or do not work, such as caregiving, 






r 1Notwithstanding these limitations, and against the background of ageing populations 
and policy measures to stimulate employment of older people, my findings on the 
Netherlands suggest that social inequality in old age is pronounced and widening. 
Especially less educated older workers in lower social classes may not be able to extend 
their working life as they run high risks in the labour market. Moreover, disadvantages 
accumulate over the life course and within elderly households, which further increases 
educational and social class disparities in the late career. The current policy context does 
not seem to acknowledge these facts and this may have adverse effects for vulnerable 
groups of elderly. Social inequality between older workers and older couples is growing 
and will continue to do so if underprivileged older workers and disadvantaged older 
couples are not supported.

Chapter 2
Trends in labour force participation of older men: 
The influence of policy reforms, normative change and 
deindustrialisation in the Netherlands, 1992–2009
A slightly different version of this chapter has been published in Economic and 
Industrial Democracy (Visser, Gesthuizen, Kraaykamp & Wolbers, 2016b). In addition, 
a Dutch translation and also slightly different version of this chapter has been published 
as a chapter in an edited volume (Visser, Gesthuizen, Kraaykamp & Wolbers, 2013). 
A previous draft of this chapter has been presented at the ‘Dag van de Sociologie’ in 
Nijmegen (the Netherlands), May 2013.
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2.1. Introduction and research questions
From the late 1970s until the mid-1990s, many older employees in the Netherlands 
got an offer they could not refuse: the opportunity to retire early. At that time, the 
Dutch government aimed at increasing (youth) employment by encouraging early 
retirement (Kapteyn et al., 2010; SER, 1999). Early retirement was also an important 
social safety for unemployed elderly (Kohli et al., 1991). As a consequence of the 
economic downturn in the 1980s, the unemployment rate for 50-64 year olds in the 
Netherlands increased rather steeply from about 2 percent in 1979 to nearly 8 percent 
in 1984 (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). Instead of facing (long-term) unemployment, 
older people thoroughly made use of the pay-as-you-go early retirement scheme ‘VUT’ 
(‘Vervroegde UitTreding’) and disability scheme ‘WAO’ (‘Wet ArbeidsOngeschiktheid’) 
to exit paid employment.1 In fact, these exit options functioned as communicating 
vessels.2 Employers actively stimulated early retirement as well, because next to age 
stereotypes, the prevailing view in society was strongly in favour of early retirement 
(Henkens, 2005). Early retirement was common practice in many European countries 
(Ebbinghaus, 2006), although early retirement patterns varied between countries 
depending on the generosity of the schemes (Schils, 2008).
The public debate and retirement regulations have changed radically in the Netherlands 
since the mid-1990s. Politicians and policy makers became ever more interested in 
reducing the number of early retirees and disability recipients, first and foremost because 
the generous early retirement schemes became too expensive (De Vroom, 2004). Equally 
important is that the Dutch population is ageing rapidly, putting financial pressure on 
the public pension system.3 Adding to the problem is that the Great Recession created 
solvency issues for many occupational and private pension funds that invest their capital 
in the stock market. To ensure that state pensions (‘AOW’) remain affordable, the Dutch 
government adopted a policy to gradually raise the state pension age from 65 to 67. 
Another motivation to discourage early retirement is that it results in an undesirable loss 
of human capital at the work floor in terms of knowledge and skills. Retaining older 
workers not only prevents a loss of human resources, but also acts as a buffer against 
future labour shortages.
As a result of these developments, the pathways into early retirement and disability were 
closed or restricted (Van Oorschot, 2007). We briefly discuss the main policy reforms 
in the past decades. For a more elaborate overview, see Euwals and colleagues (2012; 
2010). As from April 1997, the costly VUT schemes were replaced with pre-pension 
arrangements. These pre-pension plans were, on average, less generous (i.e., lower 
replacement incomes) and more flexible: quitting work earlier lowered pre-pension 
income and vice versa (Soede & Bijkerk, 2003). Pre-pension plans thus offered stronger 
incentives to delay retirement. Moreover, in January 2006, a law called VPL was passed, 






which made early retirement schemes and pre-pension arrangements more actuarially 
fair.4
The disability scheme WAO was severely curtailed as well. The first major policy change 
occurred in 1992, when it was decided that insurance premiums should rise if the 
number of disabled employees in a company is higher. A year later, WAO benefits became 
dependent on employment history, which in practice led to lower replacement rates for 
long-term disabled people. The Gatekeeper Improvement Act of 2002 restricted access 
to disability benefits by imposing strict medical eligibility criteria. Additionally, once 
receiving disability benefits, it involved more intensive and repeated medical checks. 
Along with the introduction of the VPL law in January 2006, the WAO was transformed 
into the ‘WIA’ (‘Wet Werk en Inkomen naar Arbeidsvermogen’). This new law, which 
is still in effect, comprises two schemes: one for fully and permanently incapacitated 
individuals and one for partially and temporarily disabled people. The WIA especially 















Figure 2.1: Trends in labour force participation of older men (55-64 years) in the 
Netherlands
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
These changes in the institutional environment imply that older workers in the 
Netherlands have to extend their working life or that they possibly face unemployment, 
whereas previously, they retired early. This structural shift becomes apparent from Figure 
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2.1. Note that we focus on Dutch older men who are 55 years and older. Although 
especially female labour market participation increased markedly, the early retirement 
schemes were mainly targeted towards men.5 More importantly, the enormous increase 
in working women can, for the most part, be attributed to more recent birth cohorts of 
women who continue to work after marriage and childbirth. We therefore restrict our 
analysis to males.
Interestingly, older men were more often early retired than employed in the Netherlands 
between 1992 and 1997. This situation reversed as of 1998: the percentage of older men 
in employment rose from 31.5 percent in 1992 to 59.3 percent in 2009, whereas the 
percentage of early retirees and disabled elderly decreased by 16.6 and 11.9 percentage 
points, respectively. The trends observed in Figure 2.1 are in accordance with previous 
research that only focused on the employment category (e.g., by examining age and 
educational differences) and studies that did include early retirement and disability, but 
did not have more recent data (Arts & Otten, 2012; Henkens & Kalmijn, 2006).
Various explanations have been proposed for the observed developments in Figure 2.1 
(Van Vuuren & Deelen, 2009). The aim of this empirical chapter is to characterise 
these trends by specifically looking at the role of policy reforms, normative change 
and deindustrialisation. As mentioned, early retirement and disability schemes were 
curtailed, not to say abolished. Yet, the government also wanted to change the early 
retirement culture and people’s perceptions. We examine whether the trends in labour 
force participation can partly be attributed to changing policies as well as changing 
social norms. Furthermore, deindustrialisation has not yet received much attention in 
the literature, but may well have important consequences for older workers as they are 
typically overrepresented in the industrial sector (Bosch & Ter Weel, 2013).6 In sum, 
we pose the following research question: (i) To what extent can trends in labour force 
participation of older men in the Netherlands between 1992 and 2009 be characterised in 
terms of policy reforms, normative change and deindustrialisation?
Recently, scholars have begun to incorporate a social stratification perspective into their 
work on labour force withdrawal of older workers (Blossfeld et al., 2006; Blossfeld et 
al., 2011; Radl, 2013). Given that early retirement schemes were abolished, we study 
to that extent lower educated men, who have less human capital, face a higher risk of 
unemployment or disability in later career stages than higher educated men. Moreover, we 
assess whether deindustrialisation has stronger negative consequences for older workers 
who attained low educational levels and are therefore less employable and less easy to 
train. This is highly relevant from both a scientific and societal point of view. When it 
turns out that the least educated older workers are hit hardest by deindustrialisation 
compared to those with a higher educational degree, there are significant implications for 
inequality among Dutch elderly. The second and third research question are formulated 
as follows: (ii) To what extent is labour force participation of older men in the Netherlands 






between 1992 and 2009 educationally differentiated, and (iii) to what extent is the effect 
of deindustrialisation on labour force participation of older men in the Netherlands between 
1992 and 2009 moderated by educational level?
We answer our research questions by employing data from the Dutch Labour Force 
Survey (LFS), collected yearly in the period 1992-2009 (N=99,909). Early retirement 
serves as reference category in our analysis. It is generally seen as a preferable labour 
market exit route as opposed to unemployment or disability. As this favourable option 
is barely accessible anymore, older men have to work longer or they end up being 
unemployed or disabled.
2.2. Theories and hypotheses
2.2.1. Policy reforms
Concerns about the financial sustainability of pension schemes led to significant 
institutional changes to early retirement and disability schemes. We regard these policy 
measures as one of the main drivers of the changes in labour force participation of older 
men in the Netherlands. Previous studies found that the reforms have been effective 
in the Dutch health care sector (Euwals et al., 2012) and across several sectors in the 
period 1989-2000 (Euwals et al., 2010). As the replacement of the VUT schemes with 
pre-pension arrangements took place at different points in time depending on the 
employment sector, the authors of the latter study were able to ‘exploit this variation in 
starting dates to estimate to which extent financial incentives affect the (early) retirement 
decision’ (p. 211). As the Dutch LFS data only contain information on employment 
sector at the individual level, we cannot take this approach. We instead use the yearly 
number of early retirement funds in the Netherlands as a proxy for the policy reforms. 
We hypothesise that a lower number of early retirement funds increases the likelihood 
of employment compared to early retirement (H1a).
The policy reforms could also have led to a higher risk of unemployment (Gesthuizen & 
Wolbers, 2011). Older men could be more likely to become unemployed in the context 
of extended working lives. They may suffer from skills obsolescence, for instance. In 
turn, their lack of qualifications hampers their employability. Older workers are often the 
first in line to get fired when companies downsize or restructure (Laczko & Phillipson, 
1991; Mollica & DeWitt, 2000). Age discrimination also plays an important role as 
working elderly are perceived as less productive by employers (Van Dalen et al., 2010b). 
We predict that a lower number of early retirement funds increases the chances of being 
unemployed in later life compared to early retirement (H1b). Furthermore, we expect 
that a lower number of early retirement funds also increases the likelihood of being 
disabled compared to early retirement (H1c). Early retirement through disability is no 
longer possible, owing to several restrictive policy measures. However, an actual physical 




Active ageing policies also seek to accomplish a cultural shift towards continued labour 
market participation. However, early labour market withdrawal still receives widespread 
approval in the Netherlands, as in most Western European countries (Radl, 2012). This 
seems rather unsurprising because many older workers – if given the chance – would 
like to quit working and enjoy retirement. Public attitudes towards older workers may 
therefore provide a more valid indicator of social norms. As the public pension system 
is based on intergenerational solidarity, a relevant norm in this respect is the extent to 
which people believe that older workers should be given equal opportunities in the 
labour market. It is known from previous research that people increasingly support the 
view that older workers should be treated equally in the labour market (Van Dalen & 
Henkens, 2002). Employers’ behaviour towards older workers changed as well. Over 
the past decades, employers have increasingly encouraged older workers to remain in 
employment until the official retirement age of 65 (Conen et al., 2011). All in all, we 
expect that the changing social norms with regard to older workers have increased the 
likelihood of employment compared to early retirement (H2). We do not formulate a 
hypothesis on the influence of normative change on the likelihood of unemployment 
and disability because we lack theoretical guidance to make a prediction.
2.2.3. Deindustrialisation
The Dutch service sector has expanded exponentially in the last decades at the expense 
of traditional industries, such as manufacturing and mining (Van Gessel-Dabekaussen, 
2008). A related issue is that of skill-biased technological change: knowledge-based work 
became more important, which resulted in a decreased demand for manual workers at 
the bottom end of the skill distribution (Spitz-Oener, 2006). As a result, employers 
nowadays prefer workers with high skill levels. This might have worsened the labour 
market situation of older cohorts of workers because they are overrepresented in low-
skilled jobs in the industrial sector (Bosch & Ter Weel, 2013).
At least two factors can explain why older age groups more often perform low-skilled 
work. The first argument pertains to educational differences between generations. Older 
birth cohorts generally achieved lower educational levels than their younger peers and, 
consequently, have less knowledge and skills to adapt to technological innovations. 
Second, from a life course perspective, older workers are less likely to participate in 
training programmes (Fouarge & Schils, 2009; Lindsay, Canduela & Raeside, 2013; 
Taylor & Urwin, 2001), despite the fact that they are seen as less productive than 
younger workers (Van Dalen et al., 2010b). Training participation rates of older workers 
are quite low compared to younger employees in the Netherlands. In fact, the gap in 
education and training between these age groups is among the largest in the European 
Union (Wolbers, 2005). OECD (2012b) figures from 2001 to 2011 show that 9.5 






percent of older workers and almost 20 percent of the 25-54 age group received some 
kind of training in the last month. It seems that employers are not willing to invest 
in lifelong learning for older people, which could be because they believe they cannot 
benefit from their investments for a long period of time (De Koning, Gravesteijn-
Ligthelm, Gelderblom & Van den Boom, 2003). Moreover, older employees may lack 
motivation because they feel that training has no use to them (Winterbotham, Adams & 
Kuechel, 2002) or because they feel embarrassed that they may need training (Newton, 
Hurstfield, Miller, Akroyd & Gifford, 2005).
To summarise, the increased demand for service sector jobs and skill-biased technological 
change shifted the demand from low-skilled to high-skilled labour. Moreover, 
some tasks previously performed by manual workers have been outsourced to other 
countries or contracted out to service companies. As a consequence, the Netherlands 
has experienced deindustrialisation in the last few decades. In 1992, 15 percent of the 
working population (1,402,000 employees) had an industrial job and it dropped to 10 
percent (869,000 employees) in 2009 (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). Kollmeyer and 
Pichler (2013) established that deindustrialisation is one of the main causes of high 
unemployment in affluent countries. We expect that especially older workers suffer from 
deindustrialisation as they are overrepresented in traditional industries and because early 
retirement schemes were abolished. We hypothesise that deindustrialisation increases the 
risk of unemployment later in life compared to early retirement (H3). We do not expect 
that deindustrialisation affects the probability of disability compared to early retirement. 
First, it has become more difficult to be eligible for disability benefits. Second, the 
number of physically demanding jobs declined as a result of deindustrialisation and 
technological progress.
2.2.4. Educational differences in labour force participation
According to human capital theory, education is one of the most important resources 
for individuals (Becker, 1964). Education is vital for labour market opportunities 
and success (Mincer, 1974), partly because educational credentials are considered as 
an indicator of productivity and trainability (Arrow, 1973). Lower educated people 
develop less knowledge and skills (over their career). Employers therefore prefer higher 
educated people over individuals with lower educational degrees (Gesthuizen, Solga 
& Künster, 2011). In addition, less educated people are, in general, in poorer health 
(Ross & Wu, 1995). For example, lower educated people more often perform harsh 
and physically challenging work (Althauser & Kalleberg, 1990). They are also regarded 
as less productive and more likely to call in sick (Phillipson & Smith, 2005). This may 
increase the risk of losing one’s job or of being unfit for work. Furthermore, older men 
with higher levels of education probably entered the labour market at a later age, so 
it is reasonable to expect that those men work longer. It could also be that they prefer 
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to remain in the labour force longer because they are intrinsically motivated. We thus 
predict that lower educated older men are less likely than higher educated older men 
to be employed (H4a) versus early retired, but more likely to be unemployed (H4b) or 
disabled (H4c). Note that by including education at the individual level, we control for 
compositional differences between years. We do not expect an additional contextual-
level effect of gains in educational attainment.
2.2.5. Educational differences in the influence of deindustrialisation
We expect that deindustrialisation is especially harmful to older men who attained less 
education, reinforcing existing social inequality. A study by Goos and Manning (2007) 
showed that skill-biased technological change was more pervasive in the industrial sector 
than in the service sector. As many lower educated older men have a job in the industrial 
sector, their labour market situation could have deteriorated disproportionately 
compared to that of higher educated older men (Blossfeld et al., 2011). Lower educated 
older males also have fewer opportunities to boost their employability through 
training or by switching to jobs in growing sectors of the economy. Older men with 
higher levels of education accumulated more human capital, which puts them in an 
advantaged position. They may even displace lower educated older workers in service 
sector jobs. Moreover, employers are reluctant to invest in lower educated older workers 
(Canduela et al., 2012; Grugulis & Vincent, 2009). Adding to the problem is that in 
a globalised and uncertain world, in which the need for employment flexibilisation 
arises, employers shift risk onto employees and, in particular, onto vulnerable groups of 
employees (Breen, 1997; De Lange, Gesthuizen & Wolbers, 2012). In sum, we argue 
that deindustrialisation decreases the likelihood of being employed compared to early 
retired for lower educated older men (H5a). Finally, we predict that deindustrialisation 
more strongly increases the risk of being unemployed (H6b) or disabled (H6c) among 
lower educated older men than among their higher educated counterparts.
2.3. Data, measurements and method
2.3.1. Data
The Dutch Labour Force Survey (LFS) is very useful to study trends in labour force 
participation in the Netherlands. Since 1987, Statistics Netherlands yearly collects 
detailed data on labour market characteristics among large and representative samples of 
the Dutch population. The target population consists of people aged 15 years and older 
in the Netherlands. Respondents are interviewed face-to-face using Computer Assisted 
Personal Interviewing (CAPI).
We pooled 18 waves of the Dutch LFS, collected in the period 1992-2009. Unfortunately, 
we could not include the surveys before 1992 because information on either labour 






market participation or educational achievement is unavailable. We selected men who 
are 55 years and older and who have not yet reached the mandatory state pension age 
of 65. We chose 55 years as minimum age as early retirement schemes became available 
at approximately that age. Next, we removed the self-employed.7 Finally, after removing 
older men with missing information on educational level and ethnicity, the analytic 
sample consists of 99,909 older men.
2.3.2. Measurements
The outcome variable – labour force status – is measured in five categories: early retired, 
employed, unemployed, disabled and inactive. Older men are early retired when their 
main activity is retirement before the age of 65. Men are labelled employed when they 
have a paid job of at least 12 hours a week. Unemployment pertains to older men 
without a job or with paid work of less than 12 hours per week. Moreover, they have 
to actively search for a job (for at least 12 hours a week) and must be available to start 
working immediately. Disability refers to older men who stated they cannot work due 
to an illness or a disability. Finally, the inactive category consists of older men who are 
not a part of the labour force (everyone who works less than 12 hours a week and does 
not search for a job).
To measure the highest obtained educational level, we included dummy variables for 
elementary (BO), intermediate general (MAVO/VMBO), higher general (HAVO/
VWO), intermediate vocational (MBO), higher vocational (HBO) and university 
education (WO). To operationalise the policy reforms, we added the number of 
early retirement funds in the Netherlands for each survey year separately (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2016). This number steadily decreases from 125 in 1992 to 57 in 2009. 
A decrease in the number of pension funds is not compensated by an increase in the 
size of the remaining funds because the pathways into early retirement were closed and 
people could not transfer to the remaining funds. Normative change is measured by 
aggregating the percentage of respondents that agreed with the following statement: 
‘Work done by people of 65 years and older deprives young people of work’. The figures 
were obtained from the nationally representative NIDI Pension Survey and NIDI 
MOAB Survey, collected in 1990, 1994, 2000, 2002, 2003 and 2009 (Van Dalen & 
Henkens, 2005). We linearly interpolated missing data points. We also constructed a 
measure that reflects deindustrialisation. To this end, we divided the number of jobs in 
the industrial sector by the total number of jobs in all sectors (Statistics Netherlands, 
2016). Next, we calculated the increase or decrease between years in the percentage of 
jobs in industries. A higher score indicates stronger deindustrialisation.8 Between 1992 
and 2009, the percentage of industrial sector jobs decreased yearly and dropped from 
15 to 10 percent.
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We included several control variables. First, age is categorised into 55-56, 57-58, 59-60, 
61-62 and 63-64 years. Second, the distinction between native and non-native indicates 
a respondent’s ethnic background.9 As the Dutch LFS also includes other members 
within households, we were able to add partner characteristics to the analysis. Spouses 
have been shown to play an important role in the decision to retire early (Henkens 
& Van Solinge, 2002). We added information on partner’s labour market status and 
educational level. Not every respondent has a partner or a partner who was interviewed. 
Therefore, the models contain a control variable that identifies singles and a dummy 
variable that reflects that information on the partner is missing. Finally, we controlled 
for the aggregate unemployment rate in the year preceding each survey year in order to 
disentangle structural changes from business cycle effects (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). 
We provide descriptive statistics of all variables in Table 2.1.
2.3.3. Analysis
We applied multinomial logistic regression analysis with robust standard errors to take 
into account the clustered nature of the data (i.e., older men nested within survey 
years). Multinomial logistic regression analysis is used when the dependent variable 
has more than two unordered categories. The obtained estimates are logit parameters; 
the logarithm of the odds. The odds are the ratio of the probability of an event 
occurring to the probability of no event (p/1-p). In turn, the probability of an event 
can be derived from the odds (p=odds/(odds+1)). This essentially means that a positive 
(negative) coefficient indicates that the probability of an event increases (decreases) if the 
independent variable increases. In addition to the logit coefficients in Table 2.2, we also 
present predicted probabilities to illustrate some of the effects.
Early retirement serves as reference category in the multinomial logistic regression 
analysis. Early labour market withdrawal became more difficult and, instead of early 
retirement, older men increasingly ended up in different situations between 1992 and 
2009: employment, unemployment, disability or inactivity. In the results section, we 
do not always mention the reference category in order to improve the readability of the 
findings.
In Model 1, we entered the individual-level variables and partner characteristics as 
well as dummy variables for each survey year. Model 1 thus reflects the developments 
in labour force participation, controlled for compositional differences between years. 
Next, we aim at characterising these trends in Model 2 by replacing the year dummy 
variables with substantive variables: the number of early retirement funds, the general 
attitude towards older workers and the level of deindustrialisation, plus the level of 
unemployment as control variable. Finally, we tested for an interaction effect between 
deindustrialisation and educational level in Model 3. In Model 2 and 3, the continuous 
variables were centred on their mean value.






Table 2.1: Descriptives (N=99,909)
Range Mean 
Labour force status
   Early retired 0/1 0.274
   Employed 0/1 0.430
   Unemployed 0/1 0.021
   Disabled 0/1 0.145
   Inactive 0/1 0.129
Educational level
   Elementary (BO) 0/1 0.160
   Intermediate general (MAVO/VMBO) 0/1 0.209
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) 0/1 0.031
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) 0/1 0.349
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0/1 0.168
   University (WO) 0/1 0.084
Age category
   55-56 0/1 0.219
   57-58 0/1 0.211
   59-60 0/1 0.203
   61-62 0/1 0.192
   63-64 0/1 0.175
Ethnicity
   Native 0/1 0.905
   Non-native 0/1 0.095
Single 0/1 0.127
Labour force status partner
   Early retired 0/1 0.042
   Employed 0/1 0.243
   Unemployed 0/1 0.014
   Disabled 0/1 0.038
   Inactive 0/1 0.532
Educational level partner
   Elementary (BO) 0/1 0.180
   Intermediate general (MAVO/VMBO) 0/1 0.322
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) 0/1 0.034
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) 0/1 0.214
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0/1 0.094
   University (WO) 0/1 0.024
Missing information on partner 0/1 0.004
Number of early retirement funds (N=18) 57-125 92.556
Negative social norm (N=18) 27.7-45.7 37.594
Deindustrialisation (N=18) 0.06-0.58 0.294
Unemployment rate (N=18) 3.50-8.50 5.783
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
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In Model 2, we replaced the dummy variables for each survey year with theoretically 
relevant factors. Looking at the contrast between employed and early retired older men, 
we find an effect of the number of early retirement funds (b=-0.029). A lower number 
of early retirement funds increases labour market participation of Dutch older men, 
which supports H1a. The number of early retirement funds also affects the probability 
of unemployment and disability later in life: the lower the number of early retirement 
funds, the higher the likelihood to be in unemployment (b=-0.039) and disability 
(b=-0.006) compared to early retirement. Thus, H1b and H1c are confirmed as well. 
Normative change does not influence any of the contrasts, so H2 is rejected. To shed 
some light on the impact of the number of early retirement funds, we plotted the 
predicted probability of being employed, unemployed and disabled for each survey year, 
while holding all other variables constant at their mean value.10 Figure 2.2 clearly shows 
that Dutch older men became more likely to be employed, unemployed and disabled 
as the number of early retirement funds decreased. We also observe striking rises in the 
likelihood of employment and unemployment, whereas the probability of disability has 
only modestly increased between 1992 and 2009.
The results in Model 2 indicate that deindustrialisation does not increase the risk for 
older men to be unemployed compared to early retired. Accordingly, H3 is rejected. 
Deindustrialisation does increase the likelihood for older men to be employed (b=0.582). 
Note, however, that the effect is only marginally significant. When the industrial sector 
shrinks by 1 percent between two consecutive years, the odds of employment versus early 
retirement is multiplied by 1.8 (e0.582). We come back to this somewhat surprising finding 
in the discussion of the results of the interaction effect between deindustrialisation and 
educational level.
Next, we focus on educational differences in labour force participation of older men. The 
results in Model 2 indicate that older men with a university degree (b=0.394) are more 
likely to be employed than older workers with elementary education. However, if the 
highest obtained educational level is an intermediate vocational degree, this likelihood is 
lower (b=-0.197). Furthermore, there are no differences in the likelihood of employment 
between, on the one hand, men with intermediate and higher general education, and on 
the other hand, men with elementary education. Overall, the empirical evidence with 
regard to H4a is mixed. It is only confirmed when comparing people with elementary 
educational credentials to the university educated.
Looking at the contrast between unemployment or disability and early retirement 
reveals a clearer pattern. Older men with a higher educational level (i.e., intermediate 
general, intermediate vocational and higher vocational education) are less likely to be 
unemployed compared to early retired than the least educated (b=-0.203; b=-0.361; 
b=-0.245). It is also less likely that they are disabled compared to the least educated (b=-
0.587; b=1.349; b=-1.124; b=-1.683; b=-1.794). Yet, elementary educated older men 























Figure 2.2: Probability of being employed, unemployed and disabled by the number of 
early retirement funds between 1992 and 2009
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
are not more likely to be unemployed compared to older men with a university degree. 
Overall, the results support H4b and H4c.
In Model 3, we test whether the impact of deindustrialisation is stronger or weaker 
for different educational levels. As can be seen from Table 2.2, the positive effect of 
deindustrialisation on the likelihood to be employed is particularly strong for men 
who hold a university degree (b=0.429+1.463). It also explains why deindustrialisation 
has a positive significant effect on the probability of employment in Model 2. This 
finding partly confirms H5a because the other interaction terms are not statistically 
significant. In Figure 2.3, the predicted probabilities of being employed are shown 
for varying levels of deindustrialisation. It seems that, for each educational category, 
stronger deindustrialisation increases the likelihood of employment. Yet, the effect of 
deindustrialisation is much stronger and only statistically significant for older men who 
hold a university degree.
Next, we find a positive effect of deindustrialisation on the likelihood to be unemployed 
for the least qualified (b=1.636). The effect of deindustrialisation on unemployment 
is significantly weaker for older men who hold an intermediate general, intermediate 
vocational and higher vocational degree compared to people who only obtained 
elementary education (b=1.636- 0.923; b=1.636-1.518; b=1.636-2.645). Hence, H5b 
is to a large extent confirmed.
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Table 2.2: Results of multinomial logistic regression analysis of early retired (ref.) 
versus employed, unemployed and disabled, logit coefficients with robust standard 
errors (N=99,909)
Employed Unemployed Disabled
Model 1 Model 1 Model 1
Educational level
   Elementary (BO) ref. ref. ref.
   Intermediate general (MAVO/VMBO) 0.016 -0.203* -0.585***
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) -0.001 -0.099 -1.346***
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) -0.194*** -0.358*** -1.124***
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0.044 -0.242** -1.682***
   University (WO) 0.398*** -0.019 -1.793***
Age category
   55-56 2.458*** 2.512*** 1.514***
   57-58 1.297*** 1.377*** 0.715***
   59-60 ref. ref. ref.
   61-62 -1.496*** -0.910*** -0.539***
   63-64 -2.276*** -1.498*** -0.644***
Non-native (ref.=native) -0.120*** 0.641*** 0.314***
Single 0.732*** 1.429*** 0.700***
Labour force participation partner
   Early retired ref. ref. ref.
   Employed 1.144*** 1.291*** 0.560***
   Unemployed 1.274*** 1.962*** 0.719***
   Disabled 0.895*** 1.178*** 1.138***
   Inactive 0.668*** 0.635*** 0.320***
Educational level partner
   Elementary (BO) ref. ref. ref.
   Intermediate general (MAVO/VMBO) -0.052 ~ -0.267*** -0.390***
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) 0.076 -0.071 -0.547***
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) 0.021 -0.235** -0.497***
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0.113** -0.255* -0.533***
   University (WO) 0.309*** 0.126 -0.361**
Missing information on partner 0.862*** 1.113** 0.563**
Year
   1992 ref. ref. ref.
   1993 -0.079 -0.072 -0.034
   1994 -0.171** 0.090 -0.137*
   1995 -0.190** 0.077 -0.190**
   1996 -0.194** 0.215 -0.293***
   1997 -0.098 ~ 0.130 -0.307***
   1998 0.168** -0.109 -0.121 ~
   1999 0.150* 0.773*** -0.155*
   2000 0.426*** 0.933*** -0.042






   2001 0.589*** 0.678*** 0.035
   2002 0.852*** 0.713*** 0.183**
   2003 0.864*** 1.094*** 0.152*
   2004 0.913*** 1.446*** 0.131*
   2005 0.921*** 1.601*** 0.121*
   2006 1.018*** 1.623*** 0.095
   2007 1.232*** 1.752*** 0.101
   2008 1.492*** 1.784*** 0.186**
   2009 1.756*** 2.005*** 0.278***
Intercept -0.771*** -4.928*** -0.184*
Pseudo R2 0.182 0.182 0.182
Note: Results of the analysis of early retired (ref.) versus inactive are omitted from this table.
Significance levels: ~p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
Table 2.2 (continued)
Employed Unemployed Disabled
Model 2 Model 3 Model 2 Model 3 Model 2 Model 3
Educational level
   Elementary (BO) ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Intermediate general 
   (MAVO/VMBO)
0.014 0.013 -0.203*** -0.202*** -0.587*** -0.595***
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) -0.006 0.015 -0.092 -0.065 -1.349*** -1.371***
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) -0.197*** -0.193*** -0.361*** -0.366*** -1.124*** -1.124***
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0.041 0.048 -0.245** -0.284*** -1.683*** -1.677***
   University (WO) 0.394*** 0.429*** -0.018 0.001 -1.794*** -1.794***
Age category
   55-56 2.452*** 2.454*** 2.514*** 2.517*** 1.511*** 1.510***
   57-58 1.290*** 1.291*** 1.379*** 1.381*** 0.711*** 0.712***
   59-60 ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
   61-62 -1.483*** -1.483*** -0.905*** -0.905*** -0.534*** -0.534***
   63-64 -2.260*** -2.260*** -1.493*** -1.494*** -0.641*** -0.641***
Non-native (ref.=native) -0.121*** -0.120*** 0.644*** 0.646*** 0.314*** 0.316***
Single 0.729*** 0.723*** 1.421*** 1.426*** 0.696*** 0.699***
Labour force participation partner
   Early retired ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Employed 1.146*** 1.141*** 1.288*** 1.284*** 0.561*** 0.562***
   Unemployed 1.263*** 1.262*** 1.964*** 1.965*** 0.711*** 0.715***
   Disabled 0.890*** 0.885*** 1.185*** 1.191*** 1.140*** 1.145***
   Inactive 0.661*** 0.657*** 0.627*** 0.626*** 0.315*** 0.317***
Educational level partner
   Elementary (BO) ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Intermediate general 
   (MAVO/VMBO)
-0.061* -0.061* -0.269*** -0.262*** -0.396*** -0.394***
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   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) 0.068 0.068 -0.068 -0.065 -0.551*** -0.550***
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) 0.016 0.015 -0.239** -0.231** -0.501*** -0.497***
   Higher vocational (HBO) 0.109* 0.105* -0.257* -0.255* -0.537*** -0.535***
   University (WO) 0.309*** 0.312*** 0.133 0.134 -0.362** -0.366**
Missing information on partner 0.861*** 0.852*** 1.110* 1.108* 0.559** 0.561**
Number of early retirement funds -0.029*** -0.029*** -0.039*** -0.039*** -0.006** -0.006**
Negative social norm -0.001 -0.001 0.013 0.013 0.007 0.008
Deindustrialisation 0.582 ~ 0.429 0.454 1.636*** 0.313 0.314
Deindustrialisation*Educational 
level
   Elementary (BO) ref. ref. ref.
   Intermediate general
   (MAVO/VMBO)
0.218 -0.923** 0.395**
   Higher general (HAVO/VWO) 0.539 -0.719 -0.941
   Intermediate vocational (MBO) 0.078 -1.518** 0.020
   Higher vocational (HBO) -0.238 -2.645*** -0.734**
   University (WO) 1.463*** -0.386 -0.341
Unemployment rate -0.076** -0.076** 0.005 0.004 -0.064** -0.064**
Intercept -0.163* -0.164* -4.009*** 4.017*** -0.163 -0.169
Pseudo R2 0.181 0.181 0.181 0.181 0.181 0.181
Note: Results of the analysis of early retired (ref.) versus inactive are omitted from this table.
Significance levels: ~p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
When comparing disabled older men with early retirees, the results suggest that there is 
a positive effect of deindustrialisation on disability for the least educated, but this effect 
is stronger for those who obtained an intermediate general degree (b=0.314+0.395) and 
weaker for those who obtained a higher vocational degree (b=0.314-0.734). The other 
interaction terms do not reach statistical significance. Hence, the results regarding H5c 
are mixed.
We briefly discuss the effects regarding some of the control variables in Model 2. First, 
we find pronounced age effects. The likelihood to be employed, unemployed or disabled 
compared to being early retired is lower when a person grows older. Second, non-natives 
face higher risks of unemployment (b=0.644) and disability (b=0.314), and they are 
less likely to be employed (b=-0.121) than natives. Third, early retirement is a step 
that partners likely take together. For each contrast in the analysis, having a partner 
who is not early retired increases the likelihood for older men in the Netherlands to be 
employed, unemployed and disabled, which is in line with previous research (Henkens 
& Van Solinge, 2002).
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Figure 2.3: Probability of being employed by level of deindustrialisation
Source: Dutch Labour Force Survey (1992-2009).
2.5. Conclusion and discussion
The prevailing and institutionalised norm in the Netherlands from the late 1970s to the 
mid-1990s was that older workers had extensive rights to retire early. Since then, the 
Dutch government has made early retirement less attractive. As a result of population 
ageing, the relative number of people who have to finance the public pension system is 
declining, while more and more elderly receive state pension benefits. As the ageing of 
Dutch society approximately reaches its peak in 2040, issues surrounding older workers 
will remain high on the political agenda.
As expected, the results showed that the policy reforms that discouraged early retirement 
can indeed be regarded as a driving force behind the trend in increased labour force 
participation of older men in the Netherlands. This development cannot be attributed to 
changing social norms towards older workers. However, we were unable to simultaneously 
include the year dummy variables and contextual-level variables in our analysis because 
of multicollinearity issues. This would have given us the opportunity to test whether the 
year dummy variables remain statistically significant after the inclusion of, for instance, 
the number of early retirement funds. Although empirically this problem cannot easily 
be solved, the number of early retirement funds and societal norms towards elderly 
are theoretically justified and plausible candidates to interpret the trends in labour 
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force participation. The findings also showed that the abolition of the early retirement 
schemes increased the risk of unemployment and disability among older workers. Thus, 
some people will not be in continuous employment in later life, which is undesirable as 
unemployment has negative consequences for both individuals and societies as a whole 
(e.g., Gallie, Paugam & Jacobs, 2003).
Another goal of this empirical chapter was to examine educational disparities in labour 
force participation of older men in the Netherlands. In general, we conclude that lower 
educated older men are worse off than their higher educated counterparts. Most notably 
is that the likelihood of being disabled is much higher for older men who obtained an 
elementary degree (i.e., the lowest educational level). The findings also supported our 
expectation that lower educated men are more likely than higher educated men to be 
unemployed. Surprisingly, older men who attained an intermediate vocational degree are 
less likely than older men with only elementary education to be employed compared to 
early retired. Rather than reflecting a lower likelihood to be in employment, this perhaps 
suggests that the early retirement schemes were mainly used by vocationally trained 
people, whereas elementary educated elderly were less eligible for these schemes and, 
consequently, ended up in unemployment more often. Collective labour agreements 
differed a great deal across employment sectors with regard to the early retirement 
schemes that they offered. Collective agreements seemed especially beneficial for those 
with vocational qualifications as they worked in sectors (e.g., the government and the 
educational sector) that had generous early retirement schemes (Beeksma, Junger & De 
la Croix, 2007).
Finally, we set out to study to what extent the influence of deindustrialisation is 
educationally differentiated. Net of the influence of policy reforms and normative change, 
deindustrialisation does not seem to play a role in characterising the developments in 
labour force participation of older men. Deindustrialisation does not have an effect on 
the likelihood of unemployment later in life. As it turns out, however, this is caused by 
the fact that in some cases the influence of deindustrialisation depends on educational 
level. First, older men in the Netherlands who attended university are more likely to be 
employed when deindustrialisation is more pronounced, which suggests that university-
educated older men have more opportunities in the labour market and can more easily 
switch jobs. Second, the least qualified older men in the Netherlands seem to suffer most 
from deindustrialisation in terms of their likelihood to be unemployed when compared 
to older males with intermediate general, intermediate vocational and higher vocational 
education. This finding has an important implication for future practice. Given that 
traditional industries are shrinking, the obtained skills of vocationally trained older men 
seem to protect them from unemployment. The employability of especially the least 
educated older workers must be raised in order to improve their disadvantaged position. 
Previous research found that varying lifelong learning infrastructures are able to explain 






much of the cross-national variation in labour force participation of older people 
(Engelhardt, 2012). However, we are aware that training lower educated older workers 
may prove to be difficult. We propose that flexible pension regulations may do a better 
job at reducing social inequality. Flexible retirement options, either through reducing 
working hours or switching to a less demanding job, allows lower educated older workers 
to supplement their regular income by receiving a partial state or occupational pension. 
In addition, flexible retirement may provide a safety net against health burdens as lower 
educated older workers are more likely to encounter health problems. Therefore, flexible 
retirement is a way to encourage older workers (not only the lower educated) to work 
longer and to compensate for insecure pension funds.
Although pooling a large number of surveys enabled us to adequately study trends in 
labour force participation of older men in the Netherlands between 1992 and 2009, 
important improvements can be accomplished by observing the employment career of 
older workers using longitudinal data and by employing a life course perspective (see 
Chapter 3). This allows for more reliable causal inferences. It is particularly interesting 
to include information on people’s educational career and employment history to 
assess the degree to which inequality among older workers is the result of differences 
in earlier career success and varying levels of human capital accumulated over the life 
course. Future research should also pay attention to other labour market outcomes in 





1. For instance, up to 150,000 Dutch employees retired early in the 1990s against only 20,000 at the 
beginning of the 1980s. The early retirement benefits usually offered generous replacement incomes of 
up to 80 percent from as early as the age of 55.
2. Although used less often, unemployment was also regarded as a substitute pathway into early 
retirement.
3. Recent population projections show that between 2010 and 2040, the number of 65 year olds and over 
will rise from 2.5 million (16 percent of the population) to 4.6 million (26 percent of the population), 
mainly as a result of increasing life expectancy and declining fertility rates (Statistics Netherlands, 
2016).
4. VPL is short for ‘Wet aanpassing fiscale behandeling VUT/Prepensioen en introductie 
Levensloopregeling’. This law abolished the tax deductibility of the VUT schemes and pre-pension 
arrangements for people born after 1950.
5. This is supported by the fact that the share of Dutch older women that is early retired or disabled is 
fairly stable in the period 1992-2009 and always well below 10 percent.
6. In the LFS data, older people (55 years and over) are slightly overrepresented in the industrial sector in 
each survey year (except for 1993).
7. It is well known that self-employed older workers stay longer in the labour force. The inclusion of this 
group could therefore affect the estimates. However, the conclusions do not substantially change when 
we include self-employed older men.
8. For example, in 1993 the percentage of jobs in the industrial sector was 13.9 percent. In 1994, this 
percentage was 13.3 percent. The relative change was calculated by deducting 13.9 percent from 13.3 
percent, which means we assigned a score of 0.6 percentage points on deindustrialisation in 1994.
9. The data do not allow a more elaborate measurement of ethnicity. For instance, we cannot distinguish 
between Western and non-Western migrants.
10. This ‘average respondent’ does not actually exist. However, we prefer this approach to choosing 
arbitrary categories on all the dummy variables.
A slightly different version of this chapter has been published in the European 
Sociological Review (Visser, Gesthuizen, Kraaykamp & Wolbers, 2016a). In addition, a 
Dutch translation and also slightly different version of this chapter is forthcoming in the 
edited volume ‘Dynamiek op de Nederlandse Arbeidsmarkt 2017’. A previous draft of 
this chapter has been presented at the ECSR Conference in Tilburg (the Netherlands), 
October 2013 and at the ‘Dag van de Sociologie’ in Amsterdam (the Netherlands), May 
2015.
Chapter 3
Inequality among older workers in the Netherlands: A life 




3.1. Introduction and research questions
Like many European countries, the Netherlands faces the challenge of rapid demographic 
ageing. Active ageing policies to extend older people’s working lives are the dominant 
response throughout Europe in order to keep public pensions affordable. The Dutch 
government abolished (or at least severely limited) opportunities to retire early and the 
age at which people are eligible to draw state pension is gradually increasing from 65 
to 67 years. Although the consequences of these policy reforms are still to be revealed, 
many fear that social inequality in old age will grow (Wahrendorf et al., 2013). One of 
the main concerns is that less educated and low-skilled older people could face great 
difficulties in working later into life and will be forced out of the labour market.
A considerable amount of literature has been published on the determinants of early 
labour market withdrawal of older workers. These studies cover a wide range of factors, 
including employers’ actions and attitudes, financial incentives, health, institutional 
features, partner characteristics and work-related factors (e.g., Engelhardt, 2012; 
Hofäcker, 2010; Van Solinge & Henkens, 2014). Far fewer studies have explicitly 
approached early retirement from a social stratification perspective. Two edited volumes 
by Blossfeld and colleagues (Blossfeld et al., 2006; Blossfeld et al., 2011) showed that 
members of the service class and the self-employed retire later than people in the working 
class. Radl (2013) improved upon this work by providing a theoretical framework that 
combines well-established pull and push theories with a social stratification approach. 
Empirically, Radl found that (un)skilled manual workers, manual supervisors and 
even lower sales and service workers carry a higher risk of involuntary early retirement 
compared to the upper service class. Voluntary early retirement is also more prevalent 
among these social classes, except for routine workers. They retire at an older age, as do 
members of the higher service class and self-employed people.
Thus far, social stratification research on early retirement has concentrated on the 
influence of education and social class, while paying little attention to life course 
trajectories. The primary objectives of this chapter are to examine to what extent 
the employment history of older men affects early retirement and to assess whether 
educational and social class differences in early retirement are attributable to varying 
occupational careers. For example, early retirement is more frequent among people 
with lower levels of education, but is this directly the result of their lower educational 
qualifications or do less educated people have more volatile employment careers and 
is that why they eventually retire prematurely? We examine retirement before the age 
of 65 as well as early retirement through disability or unemployment before that age. 
This empirical chapter seeks to answer the following questions: (i) To what extent is early 
retirement of older men related to their employment career, educational level and social class, 
and (ii) to what extent do educational level and social class still exert an influence on early 






retirement of older men once we take their employment career into account? Our focus lies 
on men because female labour market participation is quite low among the birth cohorts 
under study. Additionally, the vast majority of women who do work in later life are 
employed part-time and mostly move into inactivity when they leave the labour market.
We use retrospective occupational career data from four rounds (1998, 2000, 2003 
and 2009) of the Family Survey Dutch Population (FSDP) to answer our research 
questions (Kraaykamp et al., 2009). We apply sequence and cluster analysis to identify 
typical employment biographies of older men. We subsequently investigate whether 
these distinct career patterns shape early retirement behaviour by applying event history 
analysis, which offers opportunities to make causal inferences. Next to the employment 
career clusters that summarise the main types of employment over the life course 
(e.g., full-time, part-time or self-employed), we cover various other aspects of one’s 
employment history, such as periods of employment in the industrial and public sector, 
and disability and unemployment episodes. This allows to assess if the employment 
trajectories of people with different educational degrees and in different social classes 
explain heterogeneity in early retirement. We primarily argue that non-standard or 
precarious employment careers limit the accrual of pension benefits, which, in turn, 
lowers opportunities to retire early. By connecting social stratification research to a life 
course perspective, we are able to make both theoretical and empirical progress.
3.2. Theories and hypotheses
3.2.1. Employment careers in the Netherlands
Occupational careers are becoming increasingly less standardised due to globalisation 
and flexibilisation of the labour market, implying that atypical or precarious employment 
and discontinuous work histories are more prevalent nowadays (Widmer & Ritschard, 
2009). This chapter covers a wide range of birth cohorts (from 1916 to 1960) that 
entered the labour market before 1988 and more than 95 percent even before 1979. It 
stands to reason that those cohorts are largely protected from globalisation and labour 
market flexibilisation (Buchholz et al., 2009). In fact, a standardised work biography 
(i.e., education – full-time employment – retirement) is quite common among older 
men from these cohorts.
Figure 3.1 provides some more insight into the employment careers of males aged 50 
years and older in the Netherlands. It shows the distribution of employment type at 
each age between 15 and 65. Although the distribution, in principle, says nothing about 
the order or timing of states within individual employment biographies, it immediately 
becomes clear that older men were mostly (full-time) employed during their career. 
The proportion of early retired men sharply increases from age 55, which reflects 
the massive use of generous early retirement schemes. The share of disabled people 
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increases with age as well. On the one hand, this can be explained by the fact that social 
security arrangements were also an early retirement option. On the other hand, actually 
becoming disabled is more likely due to ageing or a physically demanding job. Figure 
3.1 further reveals that unemployment is a problem that few Dutch older men in these 
birth cohorts encounter, which is partly a result of the strict employment protection 
legislation for older workers with permanent contracts. However, people who become 
unemployed later in life are very likely to stay long-term unemployed (OECD, 2014).
3.2.2. Pull and push factors
Prior research has emphasised the role of pull and push factors in early employment 
exit (Ebbinghaus, 2006). The economic pull approach argues that older workers 
maximise their benefits and minimise costs. According to this approach, people try to 
maximise their lifetime earnings and they would rationally decide to retire once the 
expected income in retirement outweighs the (dis)advantages of staying in the labour 
force. Financial incentives to retire early, available time for leisure activities and spousal 
influences are an important part of the retirement decision (Henkens & Van Solinge, 
2002). Generous early retirement schemes provided such incentives and pulled many 
older workers into early retirement (Schils, 2008). This certainly was the case in the 
Netherlands until the late 1990s. Given that people generally have a preference for 
leisure over work and given that early retirement options provided nearly equal income 
as remaining employed, early retirement was regarded as an offer one could not refuse. 
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Figure 3.1: Proportion of Dutch older men in a given state at a given age
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).






Retirement behaviour is, of course, not only determined by individual and institutional 
pull factors, but also by push factors, which highlight the role of restrictions. Looking 
only at pull factors oversimplifies the decision-making process and neglects the notion 
that retirement can be involuntary. Older workers could, for instance, be forced to 
withdraw from the labour market due to ill health (Van Solinge & Henkens, 2007). 
Other constraints are negative age stereotypes within firms or among employers 
(Karpinska, Henkens & Schippers, 2013) and corporate downsizing (Van Dalen & 
Henkens, 2013a).
It is now well established that both pull and push factors contribute significantly to the 
understanding of retirement timing (e.g., De Preter et al., 2013a). Moreover, pull and 
push factors differentially affect older workers belonging to different social classes (Radl, 
2013). We propose that a synthesis of pull and push theories, on the one hand, and a social 
stratification approach, on the other, can further benefit from a life course perspective. 
Permanent exits from the labour market are not isolated transitions, but must be seen as 
part of one’s life course. Earlier life experiences are systematically linked to outcomes in 
later life, which may cause growing inequality when disadvantages accumulate over the 
life course (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006). Existing research recognises the critical role played 
by educational, family, health and work trajectories in understanding early retirement 
behaviour (Damman et al., 2011). We pay particular attention to work trajectories, 
arguably the most salient domain of the life course when studying early retirement. We 
derive hypotheses on several aspects of the employment career, arguing that part-time 
employment and self-employment for major parts of one’s career as well as disrupted and 
volatile careers make early retirement more difficult because of lower pension accrual. In 
a next step, we link those aspects to social stratification characteristics and hypothesise 
to what extent diverging occupational careers can explain educational and social class 
differences in early retirement.
3.2.3. The impact of employment type
We first consider how different career patterns may lead to disparities in pension 
entitlements and how this, in turn, affects early retirement. Continuous full-time 
employment is beneficial in the Netherlands as its pension system is based on the 
accumulation of pension rights and savings. Older men who have stable careers are able 
to accrue higher (occupational) pension benefits (e.g., people who have long tenure in 
an organisation), which enables early retirement. Traditional career paths thus pull older 
workers into early retirement.
Other kinds of employment careers should typically reduce the likelihood of early 
retirement. Those careers are less prevalent in the Netherlands, but certainly present, as 
Figure 3.1 suggested. Employment histories characterised by more and longer periods 
of part-time work (between 12 and 35 hours a week) should cause more uncertainty. 
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Part-time jobs offer lower salaries, fewer benefits and less stability (Kalleberg, 2009). 
Accumulating financial resources is harder for people who work part-time than it is 
for full-time employees. A history of part-time employment increases older women’s 
likelihood to extend paid work because of financial reasons (Finch, 2014). Analogously, 
men with a history of part-time work will have lower levels of pension wealth than men 
with a history of full-time work. This also applies to the self-employed, who generally 
cannot or do not contribute to (obligatory) occupational pension schemes and have to 
rely on their own pension savings (OECD, 2014). However, many men who are self-
employed do not regularly save for retirement during their career. They often reinvest 
profits in their business and, consequently, have to extend their working life. Although 
some self-employed people may own a successful and profitable company, many self-
employed people have low earnings, which limits their saving potential (OECD, 
2014). It could also be more difficult for them to retire early because they are highly 
attached to their company and intrinsically motivated to continue working. Finally, 
career trajectories that involve (many) changes in type of employment and in employers 
could affect retirement timing. People who experience varying kinds of employment 
and switch between employment types (such as periods of part-time employment, 
self-employment or inactivity), accumulate less pension rights and cannot maximise 
their income, forcing them to stay in the labour force longer. To summarise, we expect 
that older men who were part-time employed (H1a), self-employed (H2a) or varyingly 
employed (H3a) for major parts of their career are less likely to retire early than older 
men who were mainly employed full-time.
Part-time and varying employment over the major part of the career may also contribute 
to an increased risk of other exit pathways. Both forms of employment come along with 
more uncertainty, may weaken the position of older people in competition for jobs 
and expose them to a higher risk of early retirement via disability or unemployment. 
At the same time, however, atypical work patterns will limit the entitlements to social 
security benefits compared to consistent employment, making early employment exit 
less likely. These opposing forces could potentially cancel each other out, although we 
still anticipate that greater involvement in part-time (H1b) and varying employment 
(H3b) over the life course increases the likelihood of becoming disabled or unemployed 
in later life opposed to employment biographies dominated by full-time employment. 
Self-employment trajectories, by contrast, should decrease this likelihood (H2b). People 
who work for an employer usually pay social security taxes on their earnings, whereas 
self-employed people receive large tax exemptions and often do not have disability 
insurance. Approximately half of all self-employed persons in the Netherlands is not 
covered by disability insurance (De Jong, Von Meyenfeldt, Tsiachristas & Franken, 
2009). Moreover, those who rely on income from self-employment may have difficulties 
making ends meet, which means they cannot afford to quit working.






3.2.4. The impact of employment sector
Pension entitlements are not only determined by the type of employment career, but may 
also depend on employment sector. Early retirement seems to occur more frequently, for 
instance, among employees in the public sector (Hayward et al., 1998; Schils, 2008). 
In the Netherlands, they were indeed among the first to profit from the generous early 
retirement schemes. Particularly those working for the government retired at relatively 
young ages. Civil servants build up substantial occupational pension savings over the 
course of their career. A higher number of years of employment as civil servant thus 
leads to higher pension accrual. The public sector is also a sheltered sector (e.g., strict 
employment protection legislation and stronger unionisation), so elderly who work in 
the public sector are well-protected against labour market risks, like unemployment after 
company restructuring. We expect that older men who were employed in the public 
sector for a higher number of years are more likely to retire early (H4a), but less likely 
to become disabled or unemployed (H4b) compared to older men who were employed 
in the public sector for a lower number of years.
Another sector of importance could be the industrial sector. Industrial workers might 
be more likely to take advantage of early exit packages to avoid becoming obsolete 
as a result of deindustrialisation. Research indeed suggests that older employees in 
the industrial sector retire at younger ages than those in the service sector (De Preter, 
Mortelmans & Van Looy, 2012). Furthermore, after years and years of working in, for 
example, constructing, mining or manufacturing, jobs can take their toll. People in these 
employment sectors are exposed to harsh working conditions and environments, which 
may induce adverse health outcomes and, ultimately, early retirement through disability 
or unemployment. In sum, we expect that older males who worked in the industrial 
sector for a higher number of years are more likely to retire early (H5a) and are also more 
likely to become disabled or to be pushed into unemployment (H5b) compared to older 
workers who were employed in the industrial sector for a lower number of years.
3.2.5. The impact of employment interruptions
As a last aspect of the employment history, we discuss career volatility and its impact 
on early retirement. Specifically, we look at episodes of disability and unemployment. 
Such disruptions in the work career limit the possibilities to accumulate pension rights 
and savings. Intermittent career patterns are related to worse job positions and lower 
income compared to consistent employment. Over the life course, these differences 
may add up to significant retirement inequality. Raymo and colleagues (2010) found 
that job loss is associated with reduced chances of early retirement. We hypothesise 
that older workers who experienced spells of disability and unemployment across the 
employment career are less likely to retire early (H6a). Conversely, we anticipate that 
disability and unemployment spells before the late career increase the risks of disability 
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or unemployment later in life (H6b). Career interruptions may discourage workers 
and, therefore, they might be less interested to invest in their careers. Human capital 
development among older workers who have moved in and out of employment is also 
interrupted, making them less attractive to employers. Finally, previous disability and 
unemployment may have scar effects (Gangl, 2006). Employers might consider older 
workers who have been disabled or unemployed as less competent and less productive. 
Career volatility can thus be regarded as a push factor.
3.2.6. The impact of education
Previous research found that there still exists a strong early exit culture among lower 
educated elderly (Radl, 2012). Less educated workers generally also enter the labour 
market at a younger age, so they retire earlier (Blossfeld et al., 2011). Educational level 
may thus directly influence early retirement over and above the effect of the occupational 
career.
There are also reasons to expect that education indirectly affects early employment 
exit via the employment career. Employment biographies are strongly determined 
by educational attainment. The concept of cumulative disadvantage comes into play 
here. Lower educated individuals have less human capital and are considered as less 
productive by employers than their higher educated counterparts. Job applicants with 
lower educational degrees are less likely to be hired and if they are hired, they generally 
end up in lower-paying, less-prestigious jobs (Wolbers, 2000). They could be less 
motivated to continue working as their jobs involve relatively little autonomy and offer 
less recognition. Their employment careers are also characterised by discontinuities and 
precariousness (Buchholz et al., 2009). Although educational differences in employment 
careers are more pronounced among younger birth cohorts, such differences should also 
be apparent in older birth cohorts.1 This implies that, regardless of birth cohort, lower 
educated older workers accumulate less pension rights and savings and might have to 
postpone (early) retirement to ensure sufficient old-age income. Note that this financial 
necessity argument contradicts previous research that showed that lower educated older 
workers are more likely to retire early than higher educated older workers (Blossfeld et 
al., 2011; Radl, 2013). We hypothesise that lower educated older men are more likely to 
retire early than higher educated older men, but educational differences should become 
less pronounced once we take employment history into account (H7a). We also expect 
that lower educated older workers are at higher risk of disability or unemployment 
compared to higher educated ones and, again, that differences between educational 
levels become less apparent when we adjust for work history (H7b). Older people with 
lower educational credentials possess less human capital, are less employable and also 
less likely to participate in lifelong learning activities, making them more vulnerable to 
job loss.






3.2.7. The impact of social class
Several studies have documented that earlier employment experiences remain associated 
with early retirement, even when the preretirement opportunity structure is controlled 
for (Halpern-Manners, Warren, Raymo & Nicholson, 2015; Raymo et al., 2011). We 
capture the preretirement situation with social class, which has largely been ignored 
by retirement scholars, despite a few notable exceptions (e.g., Blossfeld et al., 2011; 
Radl, 2013). We are interested in whether social class still exerts an influence on early 
retirement, net of factors that summarise the employment career.
One would expect that working-class elderly earn lower wages than older people in 
higher social classes, which does not enable them to retire early. Yet, older workers in 
lower social strata are less employable. They may also be more likely to exit from the 
labour market before the statutory retirement age because they have acquired worse 
job positions that do not contain intrinsically motivating characteristics. In a cross-
national study conducted by Radl (2013), it was shown that unskilled manual workers, 
members of the upper service class and the self-employed do not retire early. It should 
be no surprise that self-employed older people extend their working life, but to what 
extent is the lower propensity of manual workers to retire early a consequence of their 
employment history? Next to income from work prior to retirement, manual workers 
accrued less pension entitlements compared to service class members due to their lower 
career earnings and lower pension savings. This would explain why they do not retire 
early. If they stay healthy, they perhaps cannot afford to leave the labour market. Hence, 
we expect that (unskilled) manual workers are less likely to retire early than members 
of the service class and the self-employed (H8a), but once we control for employment 
career, social class differences should become less pronounced (H8b).
Finally, older manual workers run high employment risks. First of all, they suffer from 
poorer working conditions, increasing the risk of disability. This can also be the result 
of a long employment career in which they are exposed to harsh working conditions or 
physically demanding tasks. Ongoing deindustrialisation further worsens their situation. 
Low-skilled working-class elderly are overrepresented in the shrinking industrial sector, 
which puts them at risk of job loss. Their skills might become obsolete and if they are 
not able to adapt to technological change, they might get pushed out of the workforce. 
Compared to older people in higher social strata, older working-class members have a 
lower employability level and they are confronted with many employment constraints. 
Those constraints could stem from accumulated disadvantages across the life course. 
Consider, for example, an individual in a lower social class who becomes unemployed. 
Scar effects and stigmatisation may hinder opportunities in subsequent career stages 
(Gangl, 2006), leading to discontinuous employment careers that, in turn, increase the 
likelihood of early retirement. Our last hypothesis is that (unskilled) manual workers 
are more likely to become disabled or unemployed than service class members and self-
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employed older people (H9a), although such differences should become smaller after 
including work history (H9b).
3.3. Data, measurements and method
3.3.1. Data 
We use four rounds (conducted in 1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the Family Survey 
Dutch Population (FSDP) to test our hypotheses. The FSDP is a large-scale life 
course study among the 18- to 70-year-old population of the Netherlands. The survey 
consists of a structured face-to-face interview by means of Computer Assisted Personal 
Interviewing (CAPI). Unique features of the FSDP are that both primary respondents 
and their partners are interviewed and that it uses retrospective questioning. All waves 
are highly comparable in its design (with respect to data collection, sampling procedure, 
etc.). The response rate in 2003 was slightly higher (52.6 percent) compared to 1998 
(47.3 percent), 2000 (40.6 percent) and 2009 (44.2 percent). These response rates may 
seem rather low at first glance. However, one has to keep in mind that both partners 
must have participated. More information is available in the data documentation (for 
the most recent round, see Kraaykamp, Wolbers & Ruiter, 2009).
A person-month file was constructed on the basis of retrospective occupational career 
information.2 As the focus of the current study lies in older men and their employment 
careers, this procedure resulted in job trajectories for 1,662 males who are 50 years 
and older. For each month of their working life, which starts the moment they left 
full-time education, we have information on whether respondents were employed. If 
not, it is known if the respondent was unemployed, disabled, inactive, early retired or 
in the military. In case of employment, several job characteristics were measured, such 
as the occupational title, the number of working hours per week and if it involves self-
employment.3
Respondents enter the risk set at age 50 and only if they are employed at that age. 
From that moment on, we consider them ‘at risk’ of experiencing a transition from 
employment into early retirement or social security (disability or unemployment). Older 
men who do not experience an event are treated as right-censored observations. Some 
individuals work until the statutory retirement age of 65, whereas other people reach 
the age at the moment of the survey and are no longer observed. Older men who are 
younger than 65 are thus also part of the risk set. For example, a respondent who is 60 
years old and does not experience an event is treated as right-censored. This respondent 
may retire at age 61, but is simply not observed until that age. The final dataset consists 
of 140,734 person-months that represent the late careers of 1,662 older men.







Early retirement is defined as quitting work before age 65. Approximately one out of four 
older men in our risk set retired early (438 events). Early employment exit and entry into 
social security comprises two pathways: disability and unemployment. Unfortunately, 
the number of unemployment events is too low to analyse separately. Unemployment 
rates for older people have always been low in the Netherlands, although unemployment 
may also be underreported. Almost 10 percent of all respondents experienced disability 
or unemployment in late working life (158 events). For most older men, experiencing 
an event means their definitive withdrawal from the labour market. Only 38 individuals 
(2 percent) re-entered employment.4
The independent variables are educational level, social class and characteristics that 
summarise employment careers prior to the age of 50. Educational level refers to the 
highest degree obtained, which consists of the categories elementary, lower general, 
intermediate vocational, higher vocational and university education. Social class is a 
time-varying covariate and based on the EGP class schema (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 
1992). We distinguish seven classes: higher professionals (I), lower professionals (II), 
non-manual workers (III), the self-employed (IV), members of the higher working class 
(V), skilled manual workers (VI) and unskilled manual workers (VII).
We added several variables to measure the occupational history of respondents before 
age 50. Employment biographies are represented by the number of years employed 
in the public and industrial sector as well as the number of spells of social security.5 
In addition, we applied sequence and cluster analysis with the TraMineR package in 
R to identify typical career patterns (Gabadinho et al., 2009). The dataset contains a 
succession of states – a sequence – for each respondent to describe their employment 
trajectory. There are seven mutually exclusive and distinct states: full-time employed, 
part-time employed, self-employed, unemployed, disabled, inactive and military service. 
Each sequence consists of 420 months, starting from age 15 and ending at the age of 
50. Using the optimal matching procedure and performing Ward clustering, we came 
to a four-cluster solution. We labelled the clusters full-time employment, part-time 
employment, self-employment and varying employment.6 We describe the clusters in 
more detail in the results section. Additional information about the sequence and cluster 
analysis is available in Appendix A.
Finally, all models contain a dummy variable indicating if the respondent is born 
before 1950 (these birth cohorts were in their late employment career at the time that 
the generous early retirement schemes were available) and the following time-varying 
control variables: age, partner’s labour force status, working hours, years in labour force 
and monthly unemployment rates. The estimates of the control variables are provided in 




We employed competing risks discrete-time event history analysis to estimate the 
influence of the employment career, educational level and social class on early 
retirement. Model 1 contains educational level, social class and all control variables. The 
employment career variables were added in Model 2 to assess the extent to which the 
effects of education and social class are mediated by occupational history.7 To specify 
the baseline hazard function, we tested various specifications of age (linear, quadratic, 
dummies for each age, etc.) and assessed the model fit. On the basis of this comparison, 
we opted for three age groups: 50 to 54, 55 to 59 and 60 to 64 years.
Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics (Nperson-months=140,734)
Range Mean S.D.
Labour force status
   Employed 0/1 0.996
   Early retired (438 events) 0/1 0.003
   Social security (158 events) 0/1 0.001
Educational level
   Elementary 0/1 0.158
   Lower general 0/1 0.279
   Intermediate vocational 0/1 0.213
   Higher vocational 0/1 0.201
   University 0/1 0.149
Social class
   Higher professionals 0/1 0.185
   Lower professionals 0/1 0.235
   Non-manual workers 0/1 0.114
   Self-employed 0/1 0.072
   Higher working class 0/1 0.089
   Skilled manual workers 0/1 0.111
   Unskilled manual workers 0/1 0.193
Employment career cluster
   Full-time employment 0/1 0.675
   Part-time employment 0/1 0.046
   Self-employment 0/1 0.103
   Varying employment 0/1 0.177
Years employed in public sector 0-46.7 5.042 11.100
Years employed in industrial sector 0-42.8 11.600 13.917
Number of social security spells 0-3 0.073 0.292
Age category
   50-54 years 0/1 0.571
   55-59 years 0/1 0.333






   60-64 years 0/1 0.097
Birth cohort (born before 1950) 0/1 0.838
Labour force status partner
   Partner employed 0/1 0.440
   Partner non-employed 0/1 0.439
   No partner 0/1 0.121
Working hours 1-100 42.818 11.162
Years in labour force 15.8-53.8 40.873 5.632
Unemployment rate 1.2-10.7 6.071 1.817
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
3.4. Results
We first examine the employment career clusters that later serve as independent variables 
in the event history analysis. Figure 3.2 depicts the state distribution plots of the four 
clusters. The panel above left is almost fully characterised by older men who were full-
time employed before they turned 50 and is by far the largest group. On the right-hand 
side of this plot, part-time employment makes up most of this small cluster. A lot of older 
males within the part-time employment cluster either worked part-time across their 
entire career or started working part-time after a period of full-time employment. The 
grouping on the lower left-hand side is mostly formed by self-employment, including 
people who became self-employed after they had a full-time job. Full-time employment 
is again the dominant state in the final group. In addition, this cluster contains more 
part-time employment, self-employment and inactivity states compared to the full-
time employment cluster. We see that many older men within this group experienced 
different kinds of employment, like a period of part-time employment, self-employment 
or inactivity.
Table 3.2 shows that older men who obtained a lower educational degree are more 
likely to have been in continuous full-time employment before the age of 50 than their 
higher educated counterparts. The opposite is true for both the part-time and varying 
employment career cluster in which older men with a higher vocational and university 
degree are overrepresented. Higher educated people often have more flexible jobs in 
which work schedules can more easily be adjusted. Their work history may also show 
higher degrees of mobility within and between jobs.
The estimates of the event history models are presented in Table 3.3. We start with 
discussing the results regarding the employment career variables in Model 2 (H1a 
to H6b). We then discuss the findings with respect to the effects of education and 
social class on the basis of Model 1 and whether these effects change when we add the 
employment history in Model 2 (H7a to H9b).8
The results in Model 2 show that – in line with H1a, H2a and H3a – career trajectories 
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characterised mainly by part-time employment, self-employment and varying types of 
employment decrease the likelihood of early retirement compared to full-time work 
histories. This supports our line of reasoning about the accumulation of pension rights 
and savings. Interestingly, older men who experienced different types of employment 
during their occupational career are less likely to become disabled or unemployed in 
later life, which contradicts H3b. We come back to this finding when we discuss the 
results with respect to social class. Part-time employment and self-employment over the 
major part of the career do not affect the risk of entry into social security, not supporting 
H1b and H2b.
The number of years over the life course that an older worker was employed in the 
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 Figure 3.2: State distribution plots of employment career clusters
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
Table 3.2: Employment career clusters by educational level (N=1,662)
Full-time Part-time Self-emp. Varying emp. Total (%)
Elementary 79.8 4.5 12.1 3.6 100
Lower general 86.9 2.0 7.2 3.9 100
Intermediate vocational 73.5 4.7 9.7 12.0 100
Higher vocational 57.1 7.4 5.2 30.3 100
University 32.8 10.8 8.6 47.8 100
Total (%) 68.8 5.4 8.2 17.6 100
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
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 Figure 3.2: State distribution plots of employment career clusters
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
Employment sector only matters when we look at years employed in the industrial 
sector. The higher the number of years that employees worked in the industrial sector 
before the age of 50, the higher the probability of early retirement via social security. 
This corroborates H5b. However, the number of years employed in the industrial sector 
does not influence early retirement, which does not support H5a.
Previous episodes of disability and unemployment are an important part of the story. 
Older men who have faced a spell or multiple episodes of social security across their 
employment career are less likely to retire early. At the same time, they are more likely 
to definitively exit the labour market through disability or unemployment. Hence, 
H6a and H6b are supported. Discontinuous career patterns seem to force older men 
to extend their working lives, while they simultaneously run high risks of disability and 
unemployment when they continue to work.
Model 1 shows clear and marked educational differences. Lower educated older men are 
more likely than older men who hold a university degree to retire early. These differences 
persist when we control for employment history in Model 2. Although nearly all 
estimates become smaller after adding the employment career variables, the significance 
levels do not change. Educational disparities in early retirement cannot be attributed 
to diverging career trajectories of people with different educational levels. Education 
strongly affects employment exit over and above one’s employment biography. These 
results do not support H7a and H7b.
Finally, we pay attention to social class differences. It was hypothesised that older 
working-class males are less likely to retire early than older men in the service class and 
those who are self-employed. As can be seen from Model 1, this holds for the comparison 
between unskilled manual workers and self-employed people, but not for the contrast 
between unskilled manual workers and professionals or non-manual workers. Therefore, 
we only find very limited support for H8a.
What is surprising is that, in Model 2, differences between social classes are more 
pronounced than in Model 1, indicating suppression effects. Holding constant 
the characteristics of the employment career, we observe that statistically significant 
differences arise between, on the one hand, unskilled manual workers, and on the other 
hand, higher professionals, non-manual workers and higher working class members. 
This suggests that certain aspects of social class in the later career are of importance with 
regard to early retirement. For example, older workers in the upper service class earn 
higher wages, which allows for early labour market withdrawal, independent of pension 
claims. Put differently, unskilled manual workers cannot afford to retire early. In sum, 
H8b is confirmed when looking at the difference between unskilled manual workers and 
self-employed elderly, but clearly rejected for all other comparisons between social classes. 
Note that the dummy variable for the self-employment career cluster is statistically 
significant and not the self-employment dummy variable regarding social class. This 
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finding suggests that a lack of retirement savings, strong attachment to their company 
or both are important drivers of self-employed people’s prolonged employment career.
Conversely, the analysis of entry into social security neatly follows our predictions. 
Model 1 shows that all social classes – except for non-manual workers – have a lower 
likelihood to become disabled or unemployed compared to unskilled manual workers, 
confirming H9a. More importantly, Model 2 shows that these social class differences 
are almost fully accounted for by employment history. Hence, the findings strongly 
support H9b as well. It seems that unskilled manual workers are mostly employed full-
time over the course of their life, work more years in the industrial sector and experience 
episodes of disability and unemployment. This would also explain the negative effect 
of the varying employment career cluster. This cluster, for the most part, consists of 
higher educated older men in higher social classes who experience higher levels of 
overall mobility throughout their career. Finally, when adding the employment career 
characteristics separately in Model 2, we observe that especially the number of years 
employed in the industrial sector is responsible for the social class differences.
3.5. Conclusion and discussion
Prior social stratification research focused on educational level and social class as causes 
for inequality in retirement timing rather than employment history (Radl, 2013). The 
purpose of this chapter was to integrate a life course and social stratification perspective 
to examine early retirement of older men in the Netherlands. This complementary 
approach proved fruitful. Not only are employment career characteristics, educational 
level and social class important predictors of early retirement, but they also are strongly 
connected.
While policy measures of the Dutch government to promote working longer have 
indeed increased labour force participation of older people, the risks of disability and 
unemployment in later life have increased as well (Visser et al., 2016b). The findings 
in this chapter support the view that particularly educational disparities in early 
retirement are pronounced and could even become more so in the future. This empirical 
chapter also determined that labour market disadvantages may accumulate over the 
life course, especially for the lower educated. Less educated people more often work 
in the industrial sector throughout their lives and their employment careers are more 
frequently interrupted by disability and unemployment. Ill health and depreciation of 
their human capital may severely hamper the prolongation of their working life and 
push them out of the labour market, which has negative consequences in terms of old-
age income (Heisig, 2015). These issues raise the question whether older workers, in 
particular lower educated ones, are able and willing to continue working.
Furthermore, we demonstrated that early retirement through social security of working-






class elderly is mainly due to their employment history. Unskilled manual workers 
are more likely to experience episodes of disability and unemployment, making them 
unattractive for employers. In addition, they spend a long period of their lives working 
in the industrial sector, which likely increases health risks. Although many older men 
in the Netherlands enjoyed stable employment careers, occupational trajectories are 
becoming increasingly less standardised (Widmer & Ritschard, 2009). Discontinuous 
careers may force older people to retire later to guarantee sufficient income in retirement. 
At the same time, those careers can put older people at risk of being pushed out of the 
labour market.
Despite the fact that we included partner characteristics, the scope of this study was 
limited to men. More research is required to determine to what extent (non-standard) 
employment histories of women affect their retirement behaviour. For instance, 
many women in the Netherlands work part-time, which could affect their retirement 
behaviour. Further studies could also examine the links between life spheres. We directed 
our attention to employment trajectories, which is obviously an important dimension of 
the life course when studying retirement behaviour, but only tells part of the story. This 
chapter confirms previous findings and contributes additional evidence that suggests that 
characteristics of the employment career directly influence early retirement, next to 
indirect effects through the preretirement situation (Damman et al., 2011; Raymo et 
al., 2011). However, earlier experiences in other life domains, like family and health, 
need to be incorporated as well to further understand how (dis)advantages accumulate 
and compensate each other over the life span.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this chapter highlights the importance of 
employment history, education and social class for early retirement inequality. In the 
context of an ageing society and with prolonged employment of older people becoming 
ever more important, the challenge is to ensure that disadvantaged older workers 
remain employable and are protected against forced early retirement. Policy makers and 
employers could promote lifelong learning and employability-enhancing practices to 
counter the disadvantages that lower educated people and members of the working class 
accumulate across their life course. It is also vital to look at different, more flexible types 
of employment exit, such as bridge employment and phased retirement. In conclusion, 
policy initiatives to deal with an ageing workforce need to address the challenges faced by 
different groups of older people, particularly less educated and low-skilled older workers. 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































1. We did not find significant interaction terms between educational level and birth cohort, indicating 
that the effect of educational level does not differ for younger and older cohorts.
2. To improve the reliability of the life course data, the interviewers were thoroughly trained in helping the 
respondents fill in a timeline grid. Moreover, recall bias seems to be limited with regard to retrospective 
occupational career data (De Graaf, Poortman & Ultee, 1996).
3. Not all rounds of the FSDP distinguish between permanent and temporary contracts. This is 
unfortunate, as occupational pensions were not available for many temporary workers in the 
Netherlands in the past.
4. Multiple spells are usually analysed using multilevel models. These models would not converge because 
of the limited number of recurrent events. Moreover, the variation in the dependent variable across 
individuals is practically zero. We decided to allow multiple spells as the results of the analysis of 
multiple spells do not substantially differ from the results when we only consider first transitions.
5. A dummy variable indicating whether a respondent was never employed in the industrial sector is not 
significant, whereas the duration variable remains (marginally) significant. If we remove the duration 
variable and only keep the dummy variable, the effect is also not significant. As the correlation between 
the dummy and duration variable is -0.747, we only present the duration variable in our final models.
6. The correlation between the self-employment career cluster (measured before the age of 50) and the 
EGP class category self-employed (measured after the age of 50) is 0.472, so multicollinearity is not an 
issue.
7. We also considered whether the effects of the employment career characteristics are moderated by 
educational level or social class. Unfortunately, these interactions models did not converge.
8. In order to compare estimates across models, we present average marginal effects (Mood, 2010). The 
proportion of events is, however, very low, because of the way the dataset has been constructed (i.e., a 
person-month file), which translates into non-meaningful effect sizes.
Chapter 4
Labour market integration of older workers in the 
Netherlands and its impact on downward occupational 
mobility and reduction of working hours
A slightly different version of this chapter is currently under review at an international 
journal. Co-authors are Maurice Gesthuizen, Gerbert Kraaykamp and Maarten H.J. 
Wolbers. In addition, a Dutch translation and also slightly different version of this 
chapter is forthcoming in ‘Tijdschrift voor Arbeidsvraagstukken’. A previous draft of 
this chapter has been presented at the RC28 Spring Meeting in Budapest (Hungary), 
May 2014 and the ECSR Conference in Berlin (Germany), September 2014.
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4.1. Introduction and research questions
In many European countries, including the Netherlands, rapid demographic ageing 
threatens the sustainability of public pensions and raises concerns about labour 
shortages and the loss of skilled and experienced workers. Population projections for 
the Netherlands estimate that the number of people aged 65 years and over as a share of 
the potential labour force (the number of people aged 20-64 years) will almost double: 
from 27 percent in 2012 to 52 percent in 2050 (OECD, 2014). A key policy response 
to population ageing has been to encourage longer working lives (Foster & Walker, 
2015). Commonly implemented measures across Europe include the abolition of 
early retirement schemes and an increase in the state pension age. Dutch older people 
are indeed extending their working life and their labour force participation has been 
gradually increasing since the 1990s (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). However, to what 
extent are people equally able to continue working into old age and what happens to 
older people who stay active in the workforce? Prolonging working lives may not be 
realistic for older people who are less integrated in the labour market, particularly those 
with low educational attainment, less skills and in lower social classes. Social inequality 
may thus increase as a result of the policy changes (Anxo et al., 2012).
Social stratification scholars indeed showed that there are pronounced social disparities 
in retirement timing (Blossfeld et al., 2006; Blossfeld et al., 2011; Radl, 2013). More 
importantly, lower educated older workers and those in low social classes are often 
forced to exit the labour market prematurely (Ebbinghaus & Radl, 2015; Visser et al., 
2016a). Next to, or instead of, involuntary (early) retirement, vulnerable workers may 
also be reassigned to a lower position or forced to work fewer hours in later career stages. 
This chapter examines to what extent labour market integration of older workers in the 
Netherlands is related to downward occupational mobility (i.e., a 5-point decrease on 
the ISEI scale, see Ganzeboom and colleagues, 1992) and reduction in working time 
(i.e., a decrease of 8 hours a week). Based on human capital, implicit contract, insider-
outsider and labour market segmentation theory, and both the employer’s and employee’s 
perspective, we argue that older workers who are less integrated in the workforce (i.e., 
those who belong to lower social classes, become unemployed or disabled and re-enter 
the labour force, and work part-time in the late career) are more likely to be moved 
downward and reduce their working hours than older workers who are more attached to 
the labour market. As more and more people remain active in the labour market later in 
life, old-age inequality could be rising when it turns out that less integrated workers are 
disadvantaged in the late career.
An important question is whether a step down the career ladder or working fewer hours 
is either voluntary or involuntary. From the employee’s point of view, voluntary job 
changes are obviously preferred. Yet employers also play a crucial role in coping with 






an ageing workforce and rather than enhancing employability and productivity of older 
workers, organisations tend to have policies in place that spare older workers (Conen 
et al., 2011; Taylor & Walker, 1998), such as partial retirement, providing additional 
leave or reducing the workload (Van Dalen et al., 2009). Another commonly proposed 
strategy is demotion of older workers, which has a negative connotation and suggests 
that it involves a certain degree of involuntariness. Demotion refers to a reassignment to 
a position of lower status and pay, or in other words, downward occupational mobility 
including a wage cut. As many employers believe that productivity declines with age (Van 
Dalen et al., 2010b), which they may particularly believe to hold true for older workers 
who are less integrated in the labour market, demotion is regarded as an instrument to 
adjust wages to productivity.
Although employers throughout Europe frequently consider demotion of older 
employees, it hardly ever occurs (Taylor, 2002; Van Dalen & Henkens, 2014; 2015). 
In the Netherlands, 4 out of 10 employers consider it a viable option (Van Dalen et 
al., 2010a), whereas a mere 7 percent actually applied demotion in 2013 (SCP, 2015). 
Managers hesitate to introduce demotion because of the negative consequences for 
employees’ motivation (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2013b). They not only worry that it 
demotivates the demoted older worker, who might experience stigmatisation, but also 
that it negatively affects the entire firm (Carson & Carson, 2007; Groot, 1997).
Paradoxically, when older workers in the Netherlands are asked about their views on 
demotion, they think of it as an opportunity to regain job satisfaction, slow down later 
in life or smoothen the transition to retirement (Jongsma, 2014). A recent study by 
Van Dalen and Henkens (2015) showed that 60 percent of older people can imagine 
accepting a lower job with less pay. Many higher educated elderly mention that a less 
stressful job appeals to them, while their lower educated counterparts more often 
mention the workload as a possible motivation.
Empirical research on the causes and consequences of demotion of older workers is scant 
(Josten & Schalk, 2005) and mainly descriptive (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2014; 2015). 
Overall, there seems to be some evidence that demotion is not effective in increasing 
job satisfaction and motivation among older workers (Josten & Schalk, 2010). In fact, 
older workers are generally less satisfied with their jobs and also less motivated after 
experiencing demotion (Groot & Maassen van den Brink, 1998; Josten & Schalk, 
2016). One plausible explanation is that demotion is often involuntary due to, for 
instance, a conflict or reorganisation. However, companies that are able to practice 
demotion appropriately are more likely to retain older workers (Oude Mulders, Henkens 
& Schippers, 2015; 2016). With regard to the determinants of demotion, Josten and 
Schalk (2016) found that demotion is associated with poor health. Furthermore, less 
motivated employees and those who are not willing to participate in training activities 
are more likely to be demoted (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2014).
Chapter 4
82
This empirical chapter adds to previous research by examining downward mobility 
among older workers in the Netherlands. Only 4 percent of the collective labour 
agreements offer the possibility of demotion involving downward movement in position 
accompanied by a wage cut. A less strict form of demotion – without loss of salary – is 
possible in 30 percent of the collective agreements (Smits, Beeksma, Feenstra & Junger-
Van Hoorn, 2010). Furthermore, older workers in the Dutch labour market are strongly 
protected by strict employment legislation compared to younger people and they are 
paid according to seniority. As a decline in salary is highly unlikely in the Dutch context, 
it seems reasonable to refer to downward occupational mobility instead of demotion 
throughout this chapter.1
This chapter also examines reduction of working time in later life. A cutback in working 
hours might be a way for older people to keep working while at the same time having 
more time available for leisure activities, grandparenting or voluntary work. This 
suggests that decreasing working hours is of a more voluntary nature than downward 
occupational mobility. However, decreasing hours of work could also be the result of, 
for example, a physically demanding job, poor health or low motivation, indicating 
that it can also be rather involuntary or, put differently, a choice based on unfavourable 
circumstances.
Downward moves and fewer working hours may also coincide and have similar causes. 
We are especially interested in studying how, and to what extent, being less integrated 
in the labour market is related to downward mobility and reduction of working time 
in the late career. This may inform us about social inequality later in life. We consider 
older workers in lower social classes, older people who re-enter employment after a 
period of disability or unemployment and older part-time workers to be less integrated 
in the labour market. Our research question reads as follows: (i) To what extent is 
labour market integration of older men in the Netherlands related to downward 
occupational mobility and reduction of working hours in the late career? As 
female labour force participation is quite low among the cohorts under study, we focus 
on men from age 50 and onwards. To answer our research question, we use retrospective 
employment history data from four waves (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the Family 
Survey Dutch Population (FSDP) (Kraaykamp et al., 2009). We apply event history 
analysis and estimate the impact of labour market integration on downward mobility and 
reduction of working hours, net of educational level, employment career characteristics, 
household context and macro-economic circumstances.
4.2. Theories and hypotheses
Derived from various theories, including human capital, implicit contract, insider-
outsider and labour market segmentation theory, the general hypothesis of this empirical 






chapter is that being less integrated in the labour market increases the risk of both 
downward occupational mobility and reduction of working hours later in life. We also 
theorise about the voluntary and involuntary nature of these events and about the role of 
both employers and employees. We formulate hypotheses on three indicators of poorer 
labour market integration: belonging to a lower social class, re-entering the labour market 
following a disability or unemployment episode and being in part-time employment. 
We first discuss the abovementioned theories and provide general arguments as to why 
we expect that poor labour market integration increases the likelihood of downward 
mobility and reduction of working time. In a next step, we develop specific arguments 
for each indicator separately.
People can invest in their human capital by obtaining educational degrees, participating 
in training activities and gaining work experience. Human capital theory states 
that workers who have more human capital are more productive and that increased 
productivity is, in turn, associated with higher remuneration (Becker, 1964). In the 
Netherlands, wages tend to increase with seniority, more or less regardless of productivity 
change (although there technically is a maximum wage). However, skills can become 
obsolete and knowledge might not be up to date. Older employees, in general, have 
much work experience and knowledge, but they are also assumed to be less flexible and 
to have less technological skills (Conen et al., 2012a). Their human capital may thus 
depreciate, which decreases productivity and should accordingly lead to lower pay. The 
extent to which productivity of older workers decreases is contingent on job conditions, 
employment sector and occupational history. It may even increase if work experience is 
gained and when that work experience is highly valued.
Yet, employers rarely, if ever, lower the wage of older workers when productivity drops 
because the older workforce plays an important role in collective bargaining and is 
protected by strict employment regulations. According to Lazear (1979), there is an 
implicit contract between employers and their employees. The idea is that earnings are 
usually lower than productivity earlier in one’s career and vice versa later on, particularly 
when workers are older and close to retirement. The sustainability of these implicit 
contracts is negatively affected by population ageing as seniority wages could pose a 
heavy financial burden on organisations. Employers may respond by taking measures 
aimed at maintaining or increasing older worker’s human capital (e.g., by offering 
training programmes), or by taking measures that directly target the imbalance between 
wage and productivity. In this chapter, we focus on downward occupational mobility 
and reduction of working hours, both belonging to the latter category of measures.
The next question is then: who is more likely to experience downward mobility and 
reduction of working hours later in life? We argue that older workers who are less 
productive and less integrated in the labour market are more likely to be moved 
downward and cutback on working hours than older workers who are more productive 
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and more integrated in the labour market. Insider-outsider theory (Lindbeck & Snower, 
1988) is particularly relevant in explaining why this should be the case. This theory 
makes a distinction between employed (i.e., the insiders) and unemployed people (i.e., 
the outsiders). It postulates that labour market insiders are looking after their own 
interests when it comes to bargaining with employers and negotiating wages, whereas 
labour market outsiders would have little influence and trouble securing employment. 
Although older workers in the Netherlands are regarded as labour market insiders 
because they often have permanent contracts, earn high wages based on seniority and are 
protected by strict employment legislation, there are considerable disparities within the 
group of older workers. Older persons differ in the extent to which they are integrated in 
the labour market. Less integrated older workers could be considered as ‘labour market 
outsiders’ who hold a weaker position, although technically, employed elderly are not 
outside the labour market.
Insider-outsider theory is closely connected to the logic of labour market segmentation 
theory. According to the latter, the labour market is divided into two essentially different 
segments: the primary and the secondary segment (Piore, 1975). Jobs in the primary 
labour market segment generally offer higher status and wages, permanent contracts, 
favourable working conditions and promotion opportunities, much like the idea of 
being a labour market insider. In sharp contrast, employees in the secondary segment 
of the labour market earn less, have a temporary and uncertain position, limited career 
opportunities and are less likely to be covered by collective agreements (Kalleberg, Reskin 
& Hudson, 2000). Older workers who occupy positions in this secondary segment can 
thus be considered to be less integrated in the labour market. They are more vulnerable 
to involuntary downward movements and decreases in working time as employers are 
less likely to commit and invest in these workers. Moreover, a widening gap between 
older workers’ pay and productivity would prompt employers to take action, particularly 
when it concerns less integrated older workers. Hence, we expect that less integrated 
older workers are more prone to involuntary shifts than integrated older workers, which 
may increase social inequality later in life. Less integrated older workers may also feel less 
attached to the labour market themselves. They may want to take a voluntary step back 
in the late career, especially if they prefer to remain active in the labour market, but are 
not satisfied with their job and have low motivation.
4.2.1. Social class
Initial inequalities at labour market entry may accumulate over the life course and 
affect people in later career stages (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006). Older people have usually 
reached their highest level of education a long time ago. People with higher educational 
degrees end up in higher social classes, yet we do not necessarily expect a direct impact 
of education on downward mobility and reduction of working time once we take into 






account employment career characteristics and social class. One reason for this is that 
employment record gains importance over educational credentials in later career stages 
(Thurow, 1975). When employers want older workers to take a step back, or when older 
workers want to take a step back themselves, current (job) characteristics of the older 
employee will play a more decisive role than educational level. The first proxy for poor 
labour market integration is low social class, related to the current job position of older 
workers.
Older workers belonging to lower social classes and (unskilled) manual workers, in 
particular, could have difficulties extending their employment career. For employers, 
productivity of especially older manual workers could be perceived as relatively low 
and not being in check with their wage. For example, performing manual labour may 
lead to poor health and decreased productivity (Deaton & Paxson, 1998). Alternatively, 
they may simply not be able to do the work anymore. Furthermore, lower class jobs 
are characterised by lower skill levels, less work autonomy, harsher working conditions 
and less supervisory responsibilities, at least compared to higher class jobs (Erikson 
& Goldthorpe, 1992). Manual workers (particularly unskilled ones) could thus be 
considered as less integrated in the labour market. As a consequence, and as predicted 
by insider-outsider and labour market segmentation theory, they run higher risks of 
involuntary downward movements and reductions of working hours.
Looking at voluntary shifts in the eyes of older workers, both higher and lower social 
classes may have a preference for downward mobility and a cutback in working hours, 
albeit for different reasons. For manual workers, taking a voluntary step back could 
be the only way to stay active in the labour market until retirement. They often have 
physically demanding jobs, which may increase job dissatisfaction and lower their 
motivation. Being dissatisfied with job aspects like one’s earnings, the workload or even 
the job in general, in turn, is known to cause voluntary mobility (Gesthuizen, 2009; 
Gesthuizen & Dagevos, 2008; Sørensen, 1975). Perhaps older manual workers would 
thus like a less straining job later in life or at least to work fewer hours.
Older workers in higher social classes may also have such a preference. Higher and lower 
professionals may have a more stressful job in terms of responsibility, supervising and 
workload (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). Changing to a lower status job or working 
fewer hours could relieve some of that stress. Thus, dissatisfaction with certain job 
characteristics may also lead to voluntary mobility among members of the upper class 
(Gesthuizen, 2009; Gesthuizen & Dagevos, 2008). At the same time, however, older 
workers who belong to a higher social class will not prefer to lose their social status and 
they could also be more intrinsically motivated to continue working than older workers 
in low social classes, making voluntary movements less likely for members of high social 
classes (Gesthuizen & Verbakel, 2011). Our first hypothesis is that older (unskilled) 
manual workers are more likely to experience downward mobility (H1a) and a cutback 




Downward mobility and reduction of working hours among older workers can also take 
place through re-entry into employment after a spell of disability or unemployment. 
Moving older workers to lower positions is not often used by managers because they are 
afraid it may backfire on the organisation (Van Dalen & Henkens, 2014). The indirect 
route, that is, offering disabled and unemployed older persons a lower status job with 
fewer hours than the one they previously held, is a safer alternative compared to taking 
direct action and could even be part of an employer’s strategy.
Lower educated older workers and those belonging to lower social classes are more likely 
to become disabled and unemployed (Visser et al., 2016a). Once unemployed, Dutch 
older persons are likely to be in long-term unemployment (OECD, 2014). On the one 
hand, older workers have a lot of human capital in terms of knowledge and experience. 
On the other hand, they could be perceived as less employable than younger people. For 
example, are older people’s skills still up to date and how long will and can they continue 
to work?
Signalling theory argues that employers rely partly on signals that provide information 
about a potential hire (Spence, 1973). As mentioned, educational qualifications will play 
a less important role as an indicator of older people’s skills and productivity compared 
to their track record. Older workers who became disabled or unemployed and want 
to re-enter the labour market will probably signal a certain degree of incompetence to 
employers. Disabled and unemployed elderly are labour market outsiders and occupy 
a lower position in the job queue (Thurow, 1975). If they are hired, it is likely that 
employers will offer them a lower status job for fewer hours than previous to disability 
or unemployment. Scar effects and stigmatisation also increase this likelihood (Gangl, 
2006).
Although older people who lost their job see themselves as structurally disadvantaged 
due to employer biases and discrimination (Phillips Lassus, Lopez & Roscigno, 2015), 
we argue that disabled and unemployed older people who re-enter employment have to 
settle for less if they want to continue working. As it is difficult to regain employment 
after a period of disability and unemployment later in life, they must be willing to accept 
lower status jobs and less working hours (and probably also lower pay). Their bargaining 
position is weakened because they likely went from in- to outsider in the labour market. 
It is unlikely that employers will offer them a job of similar status than their former 
occupation. Additionally, the longer the period of disability or unemployment, the 
higher the likelihood that older workers will eventually (have to) accept a lower status 
job with fewer hours. Our second hypothesis reads: older workers who re-enter the 
labour market after a period of disability or unemployment are more likely to experience 
downward mobility (H2a) and a reduction of working hours (H2b) than older workers 
who do not re-enter employment following a spell of disability or unemployment.







Finally, we regard part-time employment as an indicator of being less integrated in the 
labour market. First of all, we note that people who already work part-time (less than 35 
hours per week) have less room to cut back their workings hours even more. Yet from a 
labour market integration perspective, one could argue that people who work full-time 
or more than 40 hours a week are more integrated in the labour market and therefore 
less inclined to work fewer hours and move downward. They might have an intrinsically 
motivating job or they are still in good health, which enables them to work full-time 
and to occupy jobs with higher status. Consequently, they will be less likely to take a 
voluntary step back. In contrast, part-time employees are less attached to the labour 
market and perhaps less motivated (Tilly, 1996), which implies that taking it easier in 
later life is worth considering as they are less committed to their employment career.
Part-time employment may also increase the risk of an involuntary downward movement 
and a further reduction of working time. Both insider-outsider and labour market 
segmentation theory argue that employers would show less commitment to older part-
time workers and be less willing to invest in them compared to elderly who are employed 
full-time. Part-time jobs are worse than full-time jobs in the sense that they offer less 
job security as well as fewer opportunities for training, promotion and movement 
into full-time jobs (OECD, 2010). Additionally, part-time jobs pay less, offer fewer 
benefits and provide less stability (Kalleberg, 2009). Therefore, our final hypothesis is 
that older workers who are employed part-time are more likely to experience downward 
occupational mobility (H3a) and a reduction of working hours (H3b) compared to 
older workers who are employed full-time.
4.3. Data, measurements and method
4.3.1. Data
We use four waves – collected in 1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009 – of the Family Survey 
Dutch Population (FSDP) to test our hypotheses. Dutch-speaking individuals (aged 18-
70 years) and their partners (if available) living in the Netherlands are interviewed face-to-
face and retrospectively questioned about their life course. Respondents’ full employment 
histories are observed and we have monthly information on their employment status, 
job title, occupational prestige, working hours and so on. The samples are generally 
representative of the Dutch population, although in each wave married and cohabiting 
people were intentionally oversampled. This also caused an overrepresentation of older 
people as they are more often married and cohabiting. More information about the data 
collection, questionnaire, representativeness and response rates – all highly similar across 
waves – is available in the data documentation (Kraaykamp et al., 2009).
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We constructed a person-month file based on the employment history of the 
respondents. The risk set consists of employed males who are 50 years and older. Only 
then are they ‘at risk’ of experiencing downward mobility or a reduction of working 
hours. Respondents are part of the risk set until they experience an event. Respondents 
who do not experience an event are right-censored. We included the self-employed as 
they may go bankrupt, lose their company or sell it, which means they could experience 
an event when they go back to being a regular employee.2 We removed retirees because 
almost all retired people in the data remain in retirement and are thus not really at risk. 
Finally, older men can re-enter the risk set after a period of disability or unemployment.
4.3.2. Measurements
We have two outcome variables or ‘events’. First, downward occupational mobility 
is measured as a reduction of 5 points on the ISEI scale (Ganzeboom et al., 1992) 
from one month to another. Second, we constructed a dependent variable indicating 
reductions of 8 working hours per week, which is the equivalent of one working day 
in the Netherlands. Due to bottom effects, older men are only at risk when they can 
actually decrease in the specified amounts. Hence, ISEI scores 16-20 and working hours 
1-8 cannot be included. This leads to two slightly different risk sets and also two separate 
analyses.3
The key independent variables in this study that represent the degree of current labour 
market integration of older workers are social class, re-entering employment after 
disability or unemployment and part-time employment. Social class is a time-varying 
variable and represented by the seven-class EGP scheme (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992), 
consisting of the following classes: higher professionals (I), lower professionals (II), non-
manual workers (III), self-employed (IV), higher working class members (V), skilled 
manual workers (VI) and unskilled manual workers (VII). Re-entering the labour market 
after a disability spell and re-entry into employment after a period of unemployment 
are two separate dummy variables that are coded 0 and coded 1 when respondents re-
entered the labour market following unemployment (23 times) or following disability 
(14 times). Hence, the first month (and only this first month) that respondents are 
employed again is coded 1. Weekly working hours are categorised as 1-34 hours (part-
time employment in the Netherlands), 35-40 hours, 41-50 hours and more than 50 
hours.
To estimate the influence of labour market integration on downward mobility and 
reduction of workings hours, we have to control for several factors that may confound 
the estimates. We first take into account several employment career characteristics that 
are all measured before the age of 50 years, that is, before older men enter the risk set. 
Employment careers are represented by the average occupational status (ISEI score) 
across all employment episodes, the number of years that respondents were employed 






full-time, part-time and self-employed, the number of job changes and the number of 
social security spells (disability and unemployment spells added up). We also included 
dummy variables for up- and downward mobility between age 40-50, and for in- and 
decreases in working hours between age 40-50. Additionally, we adjust for highest 
obtained educational level: primary, lower secondary, higher secondary and tertiary 
education. The analysis also includes age, monthly unemployment rates (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2016) and partner’s labour force status (employed, non-employed and 
single). Descriptive statistics are provided in Table 4.1. As a result of the diverging risk 
sets, the number of person-months differs and, therefore, the descriptives also slightly 
differ for both outcome variables.
4.3.3. Analysis
We apply event history analysis to estimate the impact of labour market integration 
on the two events: downward occupational mobility and reduction of working hours. 
Competing risks event history analysis, unfortunately, is not feasible due to the 
limited number of events. Both outcomes sometimes also coincide, but constructing a 
categorical dependent variable – consisting of the categories only downward mobility, 
only a reduction of working time and both – is problematic in terms of the distribution 
of the independent variables across these categories. We only consider first events as the 
number of repeated events was too small to analyse. Therefore, we perform separate 
logistic regression analyses for downward mobility (86 events) and reduction of working 
hours (68 events). We present logit coefficients and average marginal effects (Mood, 
2010). The latter are, however, hard to interpret because of the large number of person-
months and the limited proportion of events.
4.4. Results
Table 4.2 shows the results of the event history analysis of downward occupational 
mobility and reduction of working time among older men in the Netherlands. The 
results clearly show that our general hypothesis is supported: poorer labour market 
integration is positively and also strongly related to both downward mobility and 
reduction of working hours later in life. All three proxies for the current level of labour 
market integration (i.e., social class, re-entry intro employment after a spell of disability 
or unemployment and part-time employment) significantly affect the likelihood 
of experiencing both events. We find these effects over and above educational level, 
employment career characteristics, household context (partner’s employment situation) 
and macro-economic circumstances (unemployment rate).
First of all, older men belonging to lower social classes, especially (unskilled) manual 
workers, are more likely to experience downward movements and decreases in working 
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time than higher professionals. Put differently, it is unlikely that higher professionals 
make, or are forced to make, a downward movement. Nor is it likely that they reduce, 
or are forced to reduce, their workings hours in later life. We also observe that lower 
professionals, non-manual workers and higher working class members are more likely 
than higher professionals to experience downward moves and decreases in working time 
in the late career. Based on the average marginal effects, it seems that older manual 
workers show the highest propensity to experience downward mobility and a reduction 
in working hours compared to older workers in the highest social class. This is in 
accordance with H1a and H1b.
Next, re-entering the labour market after a disability or unemployment episode strongly 
predicts both events. Older men who re-enter employment following disability or 
unemployment are more likely to re-enter in a position that is lower than their former 
job in terms of occupational status. Those men are also more likely to work fewer 
hours than they did previous to unemployment or disability. Hence, H2a and H2b are 
supported.





Range Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Dependent variables (after age 50)
   Downward mobility (86 events) 0/1 0.001
   Reduction of working hours (68 events) 0/1 0.001
Social class (after age 50)
   Higher professionals 0/1 0.188 0.188
   Lower professionals 0/1 0.237 0.234
   Non-manual workers 0/1 0.112 0.110
   Self-employed 0/1 0.072 0.072
   Higher working class 0/1 0.091 0.090
   Skilled manual workers 0/1 0.112 0.113
   Unskilled manual workers 0/1 0.188 0.192
Re-entry after disability (after age 50) 0/1 0.000 0.000
Re-entry after unemployment (after age 50) 0/1 0.000 0.000
Working hours (after age 50)
   1-34 hours (part-time employment) 0/1 0.063 0.048
   35-40 hours 0/1 0.676 0.685
   41-50 hours 0/1 0.134 0.137
   More than 50 hours 0/1 0.127 0.130
Employment career characteristics (before age 50)
   Average ISEI score 19-88 47.800 13.719 47.649 13.721
   Number of years employed full-time 0-44 29.809 6.580 29.917 6.499
   Number of years employed part-time 0-35 1.011 4.353 0.961 4.266
   Number of years self-employed 0-39 2.967 8.351 3.013 8.422






   Number of job changes 0-10 1.642 1.887 1.650 1.886
   Downward mobility (between age 40-50) 0/1 0.090 0.091
   Upward mobility (between age 40-50) 0/1 0.126 0.126
   Decrease in working hours (between age 40-50) 0/1 0.050 0.046
   Increase in working hours (between age 40-50) 0/1 0.066 0.064
   Number of social security spells 0-3 0.077 0.298 0.075 0.296
Educational level
   Primary 0/1 0.357 0.358
   Lower secondary 0/1 0.133 0.135
   Higher secondary 0/1 0.214 0.216
   Tertiary 0/1 0.297 0.291
Age 50-65 54.758 3.488 54.697 3.463
Unemployment rate (period) 1.2-10.7 6.086 1.821 6.092 1.821
Labour force status partner
   Partner employed 0/1 0.439 0.439
   Partner non-employed 0/1 0.440 0.440
   Single 0/1 0.121 0.120
Source: (FSDP 1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
Table 4.2: Results of logistic regression analysis of downward mobility (-5 ISEI points) 






Logit AME Logit AME
Social class (after age 50)
   Higher professionals ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Lower professionals 1.892 *** 0.001 ** 2.031 *** 0.001 **
   Non-manual workers 6.094 *** 0.004 *** 2.158 ** 0.001 **
   Self-employed 6.233 *** 0.004 *** 2.194 * 0.001 *
   Higher working class 3.905 *** 0.002 *** 2.620 ** 0.001 **
   Skilled manual workers 7.628 *** 0.004 *** 2.891 ** 0.001 **
   Unskilled manual workers 8.575 *** 0.005 *** 2.476 ** 0.001 *
Re-entry after disability (after age 50) 6.254 *** 0.004 *** 6.833 *** 0.003 ***
Re-entry after unemployment (after age 50) 6.733 *** 0.004 *** 4.796 *** 0.002 ***
Working hours (after age 50)
   1-34 hours (part-time employment) 2.291 *** 0.001 *** 8.060 *** 0.003 ***
   35-40 hours ref. ref. ref. ref.
   41-50 hours 0.587 0.000 -0.972 0.000
   More than 50 hours -1.129 * -0.001 * -2.087 * -0.001 *
Employment career characteristics (before age 50)
   Average ISEI score 0.218 *** 0.000 *** 0.055 * 0.000 *
   Number of years employed full-time 0.057 0.000 0.019 0.000
   Number of years employed part-time -0.061 0.000 -0.508 *** 0.000 ***
   Number of years self-employed 0.005 0.000 0.048 * 0.000 *
   Number of job changes 0.252 *** 0.000 ** -0.130 0.000
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   Downward mobility (between age 40-50) -2.688 *** -0.002 *** -1.516 * -0.001 *
   Upward mobility (between age 40-50) 2.924 *** 0.002 *** 1.671 *** 0.001 **
   Decrease in working hours (between age 40-50) -0.936 ~ -0.001 ~ -4.994 *** -0.002 ***
   Increase in working hours (between age 40-50) -0.230 0.000 2.832 *** 0.001 ***
   Number of social security spells -1.512 * -0.001 * -1.827 * -0.001 *
Educational level
   Primary -0.782 ~ 0.000 ~ 0.322 0.000
   Lower secondary -0.368 0.000 -0.410 0.000
   Higher secondary -0.104 0.900 -0.510 0.000
   Tertiary ref. ref. ref. ref.
Age -0.094 * 0.000 * -0.068 0.000
Unemployment rate -0.126 ~ 0.000 ~ -0.076 0.000
Labour force status partner
   Partner employed ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Partner non-employed 0.283 0.000 0.734 * 0.000 *
   Single 0.394 0.000 -0.547 0.000
Intercept -20.442 *** -10.037 **
Pseudo R2 0.273 0.436
Nindividual 1,663 1,662
Nmonths 135,487 132,400
Significance levels: ~p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
Furthermore, we observe that part-time employment (1-34 hours per week) positively 
affects both events as well. Older men who work part-time are more likely to be 
downwardly mobile and to reduce their working hours compared to older men who 
work full-time (35-40 hours per week). Interestingly, older men who work more than 
50 hours per week are less likely to experience downward mobility and a reduction 
of working hours, which actually supports our theoretical reasoning because a high 
number of working hours can be an indicator of strong labour market attachment. The 
findings corroborate H3a and H3b.
We would also like to briefly discuss some of the results regarding the control variables. 
Next to labour market integration, employment history seems to play an important role. 
The higher the average ISEI score before the age of 50, the higher the likelihood that 
older men experience a downward movement and the higher the probability that they 
experience a cutback in working hours after the age of 50. It seems plausible that those 
men have more room to go down as they are higher up the career ladder.
Down- and upward mobility experiences in the 10-year period before the age of 50 
affect both events in the same way. Previous downward movements decrease the chances 
of downward mobility and reductions in working time later in life, whereas previous 
upward movements increase these chances. Although this seems to contradict the 
labour market integration perspective, one could also argue that it is actually supported. 






Previous downward movements may increase (and upward movements may decrease) 
the willingness and need to be active in the labour market in later career stages. This line 
of argumentation may also hold true for the results with regard to de- and increases in 
working hours between age 40-50.
The results further indicate that the higher the number of social security spells, the 
lower the likelihood of downward mobility and working fewer hours. To summarise 
the findings regarding the employment history, poor labour market integration already 
seems to have negative consequences before the age of 50, which decreases the likelihood 
of experiencing further negative consequences after the age of 50.
As expected, educational level does not matter much. Next, older men who have an 
inactive partner are more likely to go working a day less a week than older men with 
an employed partner. Finally, we note that the variables included in the event history 
analysis are able to explain variation between older men in experiencing downward 
mobility and reduction in workings hours quite well. The explained variance (Pseudo 
R2) amounts to 27.3 percent and 43.6 percent, respectively.
4.5. Conclusion and discussion
All across Europe, and also in the Netherlands, governments have adopted policies to 
encourage older people to extend their working lives (Foster & Walker, 2015). Yet, if 
workers stay active in the labour market in later life, they could be subjected to downward 
mobility and reduction in working time. Older workers may also want, or may even 
have to take it easier in later career stages by changing to lower status jobs that are less 
demanding or by working fewer hours. This empirical chapter examined to what extent 
poorer labour market integration is associated with downward occupational mobility 
and reduction of working hours among older men in the Netherlands. It contributed to 
the scarce literature on this topic by performing event history analysis on retrospectively 
collected employment history data from four waves (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the 
Family Survey Dutch Population (FSDP).
Making use of well-developed and widely used labour market theories, particularly 
insider-outsider (Lindbeck & Snower, 1988) and labour market segmentation theory 
(Piore, 1975), we hypothesised that older workers who are less integrated in the labour 
market are more likely to be downwardly mobile and to reduce their working hours. 
The findings strongly confirmed this hypothesis and, hence, insider-outsider and 
labour market segmentation theory as well. We were able to show that older men who 
belong to lower social classes, who re-enter employment after a period of disability or 
unemployment, and who are part-time employed are more likely to experience downward 
occupational mobility as well as reduction of working time. We argued that those older 
workers are, and maybe also feel, less attached to the labour market, have worse jobs 
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and also have lower motivation. Less integrated older workers are consequently more 
susceptible to both voluntary and involuntary job shifts. It is also important to note 
that poor labour market integration exerts a strong influence on downward movements 
and reduction of working hours in the late career, even when one’s educational level, 
employment career, household context and the macro-economic circumstances are taken 
into account. As ever more older people are active in the labour market and retire at later 
ages, social inequality between older workers who are less attached to the workforce and 
older workers who are more integrated in the labour market may well increase.
Future studies could investigate more directly how, and to what extent, employer’s 
actions and views affect downward mobility and reduction of working time among older 
workers. These studies should then also include closer measurements of older people’s 
current job characteristics, such as job satisfaction, job motivation and job autonomy. 
In this chapter, we had to rely on proxies for labour market integration because of data 
limitations. Although this proved worthwhile, we would have liked to have information 
about the actual reasons why older workers experienced a job shift or change in working 
time and especially whether it was voluntary or involuntary. This would provide a 
more rigorous test of the labour market integration perspective and the hypothesised 
mechanisms. Employment sector could also be relevant to this end. Collective labour 
agreements are often sector-related and the protection that older workers enjoy may 
thus differ between sector, depending on their level of labour market integration. 
Furthermore, the findings with regard to social class seem to suggest that sector is of 
importance as (unskilled) manual workers, typically employed in the industrial sector 
in which jobs are disappearing and working conditions are less favourable, are the 
most likely to experience downward moves and reductions in working time in later 
career stages, at least compared to upper service class members. Yet, at the same time, 
the findings also suggest that there are meaningful differences between, for instance, 
members of the upper and lower service classes, which could reflect variation across 
employment sectors. Notwithstanding these limitations, the results clearly pointed out 
that the labour market integration perspective is helpful when looking both theoretically 
and empirically at downward mobility and reduction of working hours among older 
workers.
At the moment, employers seem more interested in policies that relieve older workers 
instead of policies that activate them (Conen et al., 2011; Taylor & Walker, 1998). 
The few available studies on demotion tend to show that job satisfaction actually 
declines after a downward movement (Josten & Schalk, 2016), which indicates that 
governments as well as organisations need to pay more attention to, for instance, better 
incentives to carry on working and practices that improve the employability of older 
workers (OECD, 2014). Offering training programmes could be a way to this, although 
managers primarily consider training activities to be useful for highly motivated older 






workers with already high levels of human capital, and not so much for older employees 
who would profit from or are in need of training (Karpinska, Henkens, Schippers & 
Wang, 2015). A recent study by Moen and colleagues (2016) has demonstrated that 
age-neutral policies, which do not specifically target older workers and are thus available 
to all workers within an organisation, also show great promise in dealing with an ageing 
workforce. Our findings suggest that policies that spare older workers seem to have 
negative consequences for older workers who are less integrated in the labour market, 




1. As the data do not contain longitudinal income information, we are also not able to determine if a 
reduction of occupational status is accompanied by a decline in wage.
2. We performed a robustness check by excluding self-employed older men from the analysis. The 
substantial conclusions are not altered as the direction and significance of the estimates barely changes. 
If anything, effect sizes become stronger when the self-employed are left out of the analysis.
3. We tried various other codings of the dependent variables. For downward mobility, we also analysed 
a reduction of 10 points, 5 percent and 10 percent on the ISEI scale. The correlations between these 
measures range from 0.884 to 0.952. The results of the event history analysis are nearly identical. With 
regard to fewer working hours, we also analysed a reduction of 4 hours per week. The correlation with a 
reduction of 8 hours per week is 0.844. There are some differences between the analyses. Most notably 
is that social class matters less for reductions of 4 hours than of 8 hours. We provide the estimates of 
the sensitivity analysis in Table B1 in the Appendix.
Chapter 5
Inequality among older couples: Late-life employment 
trajectories of opposite-sex couples in the Netherlands
A slightly different version of this chapter is currently under review at an international 
journal. Co-author is Anette E. Fasang. A previous draft of this chapter has been 
presented at the ECSR Conference in Tallinn (Estonia), September 2015 and the ‘Dag 
van de Sociologie’ in Tilburg (the Netherlands), June 2016. In addition, a previous draft 
of this chapter has been presented as part of an invited talk at the Center for Social 
Inequality Studies in Trento (Italy), March 2016.
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5.1. Introduction and research questions
Population ageing imposes a heavy burden on the financial sustainability of public 
pension schemes. The Dutch government, along with a number of other Western 
governments, has primarily responded by discouraging early retirement and raising 
the state pension age. Partly as a result, labour force participation of older people has 
steadily increased in the Netherlands since the 1990s, which is mainly driven by the 
rapid rise in the number of working women who remain active in the labour market 
in later life (Statistics Netherlands, 2016). As the majority of (this growing group of ) 
older working-age adults is married or in a relationship and cohabiting (especially in the 
birth cohorts under study), employment trajectories of older men and older women are 
generally embedded in households. The employment trajectories of both members of 
a couple jointly determine their financial well-being and welfare dependency and have 
important consequences for economic and gender inequality among elderly households 
(Madero-Cabib & Fasang, 2016). Yet, little to no research has simultaneously examined 
the late-life employment trajectories of both partners. For instance, to what extent does 
the male breadwinner model prevail in later life and what is the prevalence of older 
dual-earner couples in the Netherlands? Furthermore, disadvantageous employment 
trajectories or non-employment could be concentrated in couples (Bernasco et al., 
1998; Hout, 1982), which may increase the risk of old-age poverty, particularly given 
the current austerity measures (Armingeon, 2013).
We study who in a household works and who does not in later life and address inequality 
between partners as well as between couples. Compared to the previous empirical 
chapters, this chapter makes a switch from the individual to the household level and 
from inequality between older workers to inequality between older couples. Moving 
beyond the distinction between employment and non-employment, we also examine 
to which social class employed older individuals belong and to what extent there are 
differences in social class within and, especially, between older couples. Prior research 
showed that resources accumulate within households due to homogamy, which causes 
larger inequality between households than within households (Verbakel et al., 2008). 
Finally, another strength of our focus on long-term employment trajectories is that it 
enables us to simultaneously analyse longitudinal and categorical employment data for 
both members of a couple, whereas the findings of cross-sectional methods would highly 
depend on the specific age at which each member of a couple is observed.
A great deal of previous research on older couples has examined joint retirement. 
Collectively, these studies clearly demonstrated that spouses coordinate their retirement 
decisions and that partner characteristics play an important role in predicting individual 
retirement behaviour (Blau, 1998; Dahl et al., 2003; Denaeghel et al., 2011; Henkens 
& Van Solinge, 2002; Ho & Raymo, 2009; Kubicek et al., 2010; Loretto & Vickerstaff, 






2012; Radl & Himmelreicher, 2015; Smith & Moen, 1998; Szinovacz & DeViney, 
2000). Despite notable exceptions (e.g., Henretta et al., 1993), relatively few studies 
adopted a life course approach to investigate couples’ retirement decisions. Much life 
course research solely focused on the influence of midlife experiences on either men’s or 
women’s labour market exit, but not on both partners simultaneously (Damman et al., 
2011; 2015; Finch, 2014; Hank, 2004; Hank & Korbmacher, 2013; Hayward et al., 
1998; Madero-Cabib et al., 2015; Raymo et al., 2010; 2011). These studies were also 
mainly interested in the transition to retirement. They did not consider employment 
trajectories and how they unfold over time, which may not only include retirement 
transitions, but also transitions from employment to non-employment and vice versa. 
This is surprising considering the central theoretical importance of long-term trajectories 
in the life course paradigm.
A related strand of literature deals with careers of couples and, particularly, how 
couples divide paid and unpaid work. Most studies, however, were restricted to earlier 
life stages (before the age of 50), women or both, that is, women in earlier life stages 
(Artis & Pavalko, 2003; Bernasco et al., 1998; Blossfeld & Drobnič, 2001; Han & 
Moen, 1999; Kühhirt, 2012; Lam, McHale & Crouter, 2012; Langner, 2015; Pienta, 
1999; Pienta, Burr & Mutchler, 1994; Stier, Lewin-Epstein & Braun, 2001). A recent 
study for Germany showed that couples’ division of household labour becomes more 
equitable after retirement (Leopold & Skopek, 2015), which corresponds to findings 
of Szinovacz (2000) for the United States. So far, however, little attention has been 
paid to employment trajectories of older couples before and including retirement. 
Important questions that remain unanswered are whether there are distinct types of 
late-life employment trajectories for couples and whether patterns in the division of paid 
labour established earlier in life (e.g., after marriage or parenthood) are transmitted to 
the second half of life.
This chapter fills a gap in the literature by employing a life course perspective and by 
jointly examining the employment trajectories from age 45 to 65 of both members 
of couples in the Netherlands. Life course scholars emphasise that life spheres such as 
work and family mutually influence one and other. In addition, experiences across the 
lifespan are linked (Elder, 1999). The principle of linked lives resonates especially well 
with our study as we examine couples, whose lives are clearly intertwined. To the best 
of our knowledge, this is the first study that covers employment trajectories in later life 
over a longer time span (20 years) and for both members of a couple. Our first research 
question is: (i) Which types of late-life employment trajectories exist for couples 
in the Netherlands? Addressing this question is important to assess inequality in the 
division of paid work within and between older couples. Next to the distinction between 
employment and non-employment, we investigate differences in social class, adding an 
additional layer of inequality within and between older couples. Our second research 
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question builds on the first and reads: (ii) Which individual and couple characteristics are 
associated with the types of late-life employment trajectories of couples in the Netherlands? 
Addressing this question offers important insights into the processes that lead to specific 
joint employment trajectories in later life and thereby affect inequality within and 
between older couples.
We use retrospective data from four waves (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the Family 
Survey Dutch Population (FSDP) (Kraaykamp et al., 2009). The data contain full 
employment histories of respondents and their partners. Employment trajectories are 
characterised by monthly information on employment status (i.e., inactive, unemployed, 
disabled, early retired and employed). In case of employment we distinguish social classes 
based on the EGP class schema (Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992). We innovatively apply 
multichannel sequence and cluster analysis to study late-life employment trajectories 
of both members of a couple simultaneously, allowing us to create a typology of those 
joint trajectories (Gauthier et al., 2010). We then examine which individual and couple 
characteristics are related to that typology. An advantage of the trajectory approach is 
that it can analyse longitudinal couple information and can capture changes over time 
in the division of paid work between partners. The typology encompasses employment 
and retirement transitions for both partners. The timing of those transitions may differ 
between partners, which makes it difficult to compare older couples at specific ages.
5.2. Theories and hypotheses
5.2.1. Traditional and changing life course trajectories
The Dutch welfare state is mainly regarded as conservative and its policies were typically 
aligned with the church (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Policies therefore strongly reinforced 
the traditional male breadwinner model for the major part of the twentieth century. 
Public child care provision was limited and the tax system favoured single-earner over 
dual-earner couples (Hendrickx et al., 2001). Our study cohorts include men born 
between 1916-1944 and women born between 1921-1957, so the majority of these birth 
cohorts were affected by these policies. The prevailing societal norm also disapproved 
of working mothers and to a lesser extent even of working women in general. Many 
women did not re-enter the labour market after marriage and childbirth. They were 
economically dependent on their husbands and in charge of the household, performing 
domestic tasks and taking care of the children. Men followed a traditional career path. 
This typical male life course meant completing full-time education, working full-time 
(often with the same employer), being upwardly mobile and taking the opportunity to 
retire well before the age of 65.
Secularisation, women’s emancipation and the expansion of the service sector at the cost 
of industrial jobs has increased education and labour market participation of women 






in the Netherlands since the 1960s. Consequently, there has been a shift towards dual-
earner households (Van Gils & Kraaykamp, 2008), which should be apparent among 
the more recent birth cohorts under study. Young adults also postponed entry into 
marriage and parenthood (Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). Yet Dutch households are often 
characterised as one-and-a-half earners: men usually work full-time and part-time 
employment is common for women, maintaining women’s responsibility for domestic 
work (Hendrickx et al., 2001). Female labour force participation and family formation 
are strongly intertwined in the Netherlands. Mothers often reduce the number of working 
hours after the birth of their first child (Begall & Grunow, 2015), whereas fathers do not 
change their working hours (Fouarge, Manzoni, Muffels & Luijkx, 2010). Combining 
work and care is nowadays facilitated by maternity leave and child care services (Uunk, 
Kalmijn & Muffels, 2005). In practice these policies actually support part-time instead 
of full-employment. Mothers’ employment is widely accepted nowadays, albeit mostly 
part-time work (Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997).
Men’s employment careers have undergone significant changes as well. The typical 
career path is no longer the norm. Globalisation, deindustrialisation and labour 
market flexibilisation lead to more uncertain and volatile careers, non-standard forms 
of employment (such as temporary contracts, part-time work and self-employment) 
and more career mobility (Luijkx, Kalmijn & Muffels, 2006). Finally, early retirement 
schemes have been abolished in the 1990s, encouraging older workers to remain in the 
workforce longer.
5.2.2. Hypotheses
Based on the principle of linked lives in the life course paradigm, we theorise that the 
employment pathways between age 45 and 65 of opposite-sex couples are the outcome 
of household decision-making processes within given structural constraints. Hence, this 
chapter partly moves away from individual-level labour market theories, although the 
household theories are related to those labour market theories. We first discuss three 
theoretical approaches to the division of paid (and unpaid) labour between partners: 
specialisation, resource-bargaining and ‘doing gender’ and derive hypotheses on the 
late-life employment trajectories of older couples. Unfortunately, the FSDP data do 
not contain information about unpaid activities (i.e., time spent on household chores). 
However, given the birth cohorts under study and given the traditional life course 
trajectories discussed in the previous section, it is safe to assume that older women in 
male breadwinner couples do the bulk of household labour. In a second step, we propose 
(competing) hypotheses based on structural considerations with regard to the labour 
market and couples’ ability to accrue pension entitlements.
The economic approach to the family, advocated by Becker (1981), states that couples 
maximise their joint utility function through gender-specific specialisation of labour. If 
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one partner has a comparative advantage in paid work, he or she specialises in market 
work, whereas the other partner is non-employed and specialises in domestic work. This 
would also be the optimal division of time (Van der Lippe & Van Dijk, 2002). One way 
in which a relative advantage can be gained is by achieving higher levels of education and 
corresponding higher earnings power. Another way of saying this is that a comparative 
advantage is obtained by the partner who has more human capital; the focal concept in 
another highly influential contribution by Becker (1964). This could be either the man 
or the woman but according to classic theorists on specialisation, women settle into 
the role of homemakers as a result of biological factors (Becker, 1981). Parsons’ (1942) 
notion of sex role differentiation equally suggests that men take on the breadwinner role 
and women specialise as homemakers because this role specialisation avoids disruptive 
competition between partners. Increasing income potential of women would challenge 
the traditional division of labour and ultimately destabilise the family. The economic 
approach to the family consequently suggests continuous employment until retirement 
for older men and inactivity for older women.
According to the resource-bargaining model, partners constantly negotiate with each 
other. Rather than maximising their joint utility, each partner pursues his or her own 
utility (Blossfeld & Drobnič, 2001). A partner with a higher level of human capital 
and a comparative advantage in paid work has more bargaining power and authority in 
a relationship (Szinovacz & Davey, 2005). The bargaining approach suggests stronger 
labour force attachment of the partner with a relative advantage in the labour market, 
which could be either the man or the woman. Older cohorts of men generally obtained 
higher levels of human capital (i.e., more education) and better paying jobs compared 
to their female partners. Such a relative advantage gives more bargaining power to men, 
who in turn demand lesser participation in domestic work. This again supports the 
male breadwinner model when it comes to employment trajectories of older couples 
and when men indeed have a relative advantage, albeit for different reasons than those 
stemming from the specialisation approach.
Yet another theoretical perspective – ‘doing gender’– argues that individuals are judged 
according to their compliance with gendered societal expectations (West & Zimmerman, 
1987). Simply put, men are expected to display masculine behaviour and women are 
expected to behave in a feminine manner. This evokes gender-specific associations, 
namely that of male providership and female dependency. Individuals, particularly in 
older birth cohorts, are expected to adhere to these gender roles. If couples deviate from 
the traditional division of labour (e.g., a female breadwinner), their gender identities are 
threatened and they risk negative judgment from peers and society at large (Blossfeld & 
Drobnič, 2001). The male identity would be particularly threatened when his partner’s 
human capital and earnings increase. Following the doing gender argument, in those 
situations, he will aim to reinforce a traditional division of labour by focusing on market 






work and neglecting work at home as performing domestic ‘feminine’ tasks would 
further threaten his male identity. The division of labour should thus mirror gender 
roles, which again points to male breadwinner arrangements in later life, yet based on 
gender role norms and not on specialisation or bargaining power.
All three approaches suggest a high prevalence of male breadwinner couples and a low 
prevalence of dual-earners in our study sample, but for different reasons. To adjudicate 
between these different theoretical approaches, we examine which older couples are most 
likely to be male breadwinner couples and dual-earners later in life by especially looking 
at both partners’ education. We also link couples’ late-life employment trajectories to 
social class. For example, is a man more likely to belong to a high or low social class 
when he is the sole earner in later life? Moreover, to what extent do dual-earners have 
high and/or low social status?
Following the specialisation approach, we expect a high prevalence of male breadwinner 
trajectories among older couples in the Netherlands, owing to a widespread comparative 
advantage of men in terms of education, earnings potential and usually older age 
compared to their female partners. Conversely, this approach suggests that dual-earner 
trajectories in later life are less common. Following the resource-bargaining perspective, 
we assume that there is more variation in men’s and women’s human capital level and 
that partners use their relative position to negotiate the division of paid work. The male 
breadwinner model should be especially pronounced among older couples in which 
men are older and higher educated than their female partner, awarding them more 
bargaining power. In contrast, dual-earner (or even female-earner) trajectories should 
be more common among older couples in which the female partner has an equally 
strong position or a comparative advantage in the labour market. In sum, based on 
the specialisation as well as the bargaining approach, we hypothesise that (H1a) a male 
breadwinner model is more likely and (H1b) a dual-earner trajectory is less likely later in 
life when men have a comparative advantage in the labour market, indicated by higher 
education than their female partners.
Based on the ‘doing gender’ approach, it is not a comparative labour market advantage, 
but couples’ gender ideology and family values that determine their late-life employment 
trajectories. Highly educated couples in the Netherlands have been shown to have more 
modern, gender-egalitarian values (André, Gesthuizen & Scheepers, 2012). This implies 
a different relationship between education and older couples’ employment trajectories 
compared to the specialisation and bargaining approach: higher educated men are less 
likely to be a male breadwinner and more likely to be part of a dual-earner household in 
later life if they hold more gender-egalitarian values. Furthermore, when both partners 
are highly educated, it is likely that they both are employed and members of high social 
classes. People who invested in their education are likely to maximise the returns to 
their education and therefore will have developed a preference to work. Educational 
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homogamy is thus an important explanation of a dual-earner strategy and partners’ 
occupational status (Verbakel et al., 2008). Correspondingly, a male breadwinner 
arrangement is more likely (H2a) and a dual-earner model is less likely (H2b) for older 
couples who are lower educated than for older couples who are higher educated.
We control for several other proxies for gender role attitudes and family values: birth 
cohort, religiosity, family formation and parental education. First, gender role attitudes 
have steadily become more egalitarian and less traditional for younger generations of 
women (and men), partly as a result of their increasing educational success (Fortin, 
2005; Kraaykamp, 2012). We therefore expect a higher prevalence of dual-earners among 
more recent birth cohorts. Second, non-religious couples tend to have less traditional 
gender role attitudes and are therefore also more likely to be dual-earners in the second 
half of life. Third, less traditional women postponed marriage and parenthood to gain 
labour market experience and establish themselves in the labour market (Langner, 2015; 
Van der Lippe & Van Dijk, 2002). Hence, older couples with no or few children, and 
in which women married and had children when they were older, are less likely to be a 
member of a male breadwinner couple and more likely to be part of a dual-earner couple 
later in life. Finally, we expect that especially girls (and to a lesser extent boys) who 
were raised by a highly educated mother grew up being socialised with the belief that 
education and employment of women is important. As a consequence, they are more 
likely to develop less traditional gender role attitudes, which net of their own education 
could matter for couples’ late-life employment trajectories.
5.2.3. Contrasting hypotheses
A single-earner strategy could be too risky for lower educated couples when the sole 
earner’s income is low (Oppenheimer, 1997). Especially in times of economic adversity, 
older couples with less human capital and low earnings potential may have difficulties to 
make ends meet. Starting in the 1970s, economic downturns, skill-biased technological 
change and deindustrialisation particularly threatened blue-collar (typically male) jobs 
in mining, production and manufacturing (Kollmeyer & Pichler, 2013). As pointed out 
by Oppenheimer (1997), the male breadwinner model becomes an increasingly risky 
strategy in a volatile labour market, particularly for lower educated, lower class couples 
in which men work in those precarious jobs. This would suggest an increase of older 
dual-earner couples among more recent birth cohorts, particularly among the lower 
educated, who are most vulnerable to increasing labour market instability.
Yet also couples who started out with a traditional division of paid work earlier in life 
may seek to be dual-earners later in life. Older individuals increasingly rely on private 
pension savings as statutory and occupational pensions are under pressure (Schils, 
2008). As a consequence, older couples may worry about their financial situation 
after retirement. Additionally, older workers may face the risk of becoming disabled 






or unemployed (Visser et al., 2016a), which has negative consequences when only one 
partner earns money. There is also the risk of separation or the (sudden) death of a 
partner. Sharing labour market risks and both being employed would thus be a sensible 
strategy, although labour market re-entry can be extremely difficult for women who have 
been out of the labour force for a number of years (Aisenbrey, Evertsson & Grunow, 
2009). Based on these structural considerations we formulate the following hypotheses: 
(H3a) lower educated couples are less likely to adhere to the male breadwinner model 
and (H3b) more likely to be dual-earners in later life compared to higher educated 
couples. We expect that dual-earner arrangements can mostly be found among lower 
educated partners who both work in low status jobs. Note that the second hypothesis 
suggested the opposite: older couples in which both partners are highly educated hold 
less traditional gender role attitudes, have more opportunities in the labour market and 
are therefore more likely to be dual-earners who are in a high social classes.
5.3. Data, measurements and method
5.3.1. Data
We use four waves (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009) of the Family Survey Dutch Population 
(FSDP) to test our hypotheses. The target population consists of Dutch-speaking 
households in the Netherlands. A random sample was drawn from this population 
and married and cohabiting couples were oversampled. Within households, both 
the primary respondent (between age 18 and 70) and his or her partner (if available) 
are interviewed face-to-face with Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). 
The survey retrospectively collects the entire employment history of both partners. 
Although unemployment spells tend to be slightly underreported, research showed 
show that estimates of labour market outcomes do not substantively differ as a result of 
underreporting compared to results obtained with panel data (Manzoni, 2012).
We considered marital status, age, gender and educational level to substantiate that the 
data are representative of older couples in the Netherlands. As mentioned, individuals 
who are married and cohabiting are overrepresented in each wave because they were 
intentionally oversampled. As our analysis is restricted to older couples, this does not 
compromise the representativeness of the sample. The distribution of gender and 
education closely correspond to the national figures. Response rates vary between 40.6 
percent (2000) and 52.6 percent (2003). The data documentation provides additional 
information about the sampling procedure, response rates and questionnaire (Kraaykamp 
et al., 2009).
We constructed a couple-period file that contains monthly information on the 
employment status of both partners. We apply multichannel sequence analysis (Gauthier 
et al., 2010; Pollock, 2007), which requires fully observed late-life employment 
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trajectories of both partners. Hence, we selected men aged 65 years and older and their 
female partners to have retrospective data until age 65 (the mandatory retirement age at 
that time). The unique couple-period file contains continuous employment information 
from age 45 to 65 for both partners of 310 opposite-sex couples (620 individuals) who 
are married, which is plausible as marriage is widespread among the birth cohorts under 
study. Note that to answer our research questions, we restrict the analysis to couples 
in a long-term and stable relationship, which applies to a large proportion of the older 
Dutch population, and exclude separation and re-partnering processes in the second 
half of life.
5.3.2. Measurements
To construct the outcome variable – the late-life employment trajectories of older 
couples – we applied multichannel sequence analysis with the TraMineR package in 
R (Gabadinho et al., 2009). Couples are the unit of analysis. The male and female 
employment trajectory each constitute one ‘channel’ and the female trajectory is linked 
to the age of the male. The employment trajectories consist of a sequence of monthly 
employment states that are a combination of employment status and EGP class (Erikson 
& Goldthorpe, 1992). We distinguish the following states: inactive, unemployed, 
disabled, early retired, unskilled manual worker (VII), skilled manual worker (VI), higher 
working class (V), self-employed (IV), non-manual worker (III), lower professional (II) 
and higher professional (I).
Multichannel sequence analysis – originally developed to study multiple life spheres 
(Pollock, 2007) – has recently been adapted to study dyadic trajectories (Fasang & Raab, 
2014). It calculates the similarity between couples by comparing all couples with each 
other. Couples are regarded as similar when two male partners as well as two female 
partners have similar employment trajectories. We thus focus on similarity between 
older couples, which allows us to group couples with a similar division of labour and 
to identify patterns in couples’ late-life employment trajectories. Similarity between 
partners within couples is not relevant in creating the typology. 
We applied Optimal Matching (OM) with user-defined substitution costs and 
‘indels’ of half the maximum substitution cost to create a distance matrix based on 
the multichannel sequence analysis (see Aisenbrey & Fasang [2010] for an overview). 
This matrix summarises the degree of dissimilarity between older couples’ employment 
trajectories. The substitution costs are user-defined to take into account the hierarchy 
of social classes, that is, the absolute differences between the EGP classes. This means 
that being in EGP I is more similar to being in EGP II than to being in EGP V. All 
non-employment states are seen as less similar to employment compared to EGP classes 
among each other. The substitution cost matrix is available in Table C1 in the Appendix.
Ward cluster analysis was performed on the distance matrix obtained from the 






multichannel sequence analysis. Based on relatively high values of the Average Silhouette 
Width (ASW=0.35) and the Point Biserial Correlation (PBC=0.55) four clusters were 
identified as the best and optimal grouping (Studer, 2013). We labelled the clusters 
high status dual-earner couples, high status male breadwinner couples, low status male 
breadwinner couples and dual-joblessness. We describe the clusters in more detail in the 
results section.
Educational level is a couple characteristic and is measured by the highest educational 
level obtained by each partner. We created the following categories: neither partner 
completed tertiary education, both partners completed tertiary education, only the male 
completed tertiary education (i.e., the male has a comparative advantage) and only the 
female completed tertiary education (i.e., the female has a relative advantage). Tertiary 
education refers to lower vocational education [MBO], higher vocational education 
[HBO] or a university degree [WO]. As another indicator of comparative advantage 
and bargaining power, we take into account the age difference between partners, which 
is measured by dummy variables for no age difference (within a range of 2 years), male 
is more than 2 years older and female is more than 2 years older.
Female birth cohort is measured by the female partner’s year of birth. Couples’ religiosity 
is assessed by the question: ‘Do you consider yourself as belonging to any particular 
religion or denomination?’. If both partners (most couples) or one of the partners (only 
very few couples) answered yes to the question, they are coded 0 (religious couple). If 
both partners answered no, they are coded 1 (non-religious couple). There is too little 
variation in denominations to separate categories as most respondents reported that they 
are either Catholic or Protestant.
Women’s age of marriage is a continuous variable given that all couples in our sample are 
married. The age of the youngest child consists of the categories no children, youngest 
age tertile, medium age tertile and oldest age tertile. We further include dummy variables 
one child, two children, three children and more than three children. Finally, we include 
a set of four dummy variables on father’s and mother’s education coded as yes (1) or no 
(0): male’s father highly educated, male’s mother highly educated, female’s father highly 
educated and female’s mother highly educated. As parental education refers to rather old 
birth cohorts, we considered the completion of secondary education as highly educated.
5.3.3. Analysis
Because the dependent variable, the four types of late-life employment trajectories, 
consists of unordered categories, we apply multinomial logistic regression analysis. We 
assess the effect of the individual and couple characteristics on the likelihood of being 
in a specific cluster by estimating average marginal effects. This has the advantage of an 
intuitive interpretation. Note that one obtains an estimate for each cluster and that the 
sum of the average marginal effects of an independent variable on all clusters is 0. This 
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is due to the fact that the computation of average marginal effects in a multinomial 
model takes into account all the equations for each category of the dependent variable. 
We test our hypotheses at a maximum alpha of 0.1 as the total number of older couples 
(N=310) is quite low.
5.4. Results
Table 5.1 gives an overview of the background characteristics of the older couples. As 
mentioned, all couples are married. In more than half of the couples (52.6 percent) 
neither partner completed tertiary education. If there is a comparative advantage, it 
is usually in favour of men: men have more education in 23.9 percent of the couples, 
against 7.1 percent of couples in which the woman attained a higher educational degree. 
Approximately 65 percent is religious and the majority of couples (42.3 percent) has two 
children. Having no or one child as well as having more than three children is relatively 
uncommon. As expected, men are usually older than their female partners (73.2 percent) 
and women are only older than their husbands in 4.2 percent of the couples.
Figure 5.1 shows sequence distribution plots of the four clusters of couples’ employment 
trajectories in later life. They represent the distribution of (non-)employment states at a 
given age for both partners within each cluster. Men’s trajectories are shown on the left-
hand side and those of their female partners on the right-hand side. The first cluster, at 
the bottom of Figure 5.1, is labelled high status dual-earners. This is the largest group 
and accounts for 40 percent of the couples. The most common EGP classes for men in 
this group are higher (EGP I) and lower professionals (EGP II). Their female partners 
are mostly lower professionals (EGP II) and non-manual workers (EGP III) later in life. 
Although there are older men and older women who are also in lower social classes, the 
results pertain to rather old birth cohorts and working after marriage and/or childbirth 
was uncommon for women. The majority of older women who are employed – despite 
the then-prevailing societal norm – are in higher social classes, which makes it less 
reasonable to label this cluster as low status dual-earners. Furthermore, compared to 
the male breadwinner clusters and, in particular, to the dual-joblessness cluster, older 
couples in this dual-earner cluster have a relatively high social status. Early retirement at 
age 60 is the norm for men in this group. Only about 20 percent of men in this cluster 
is still working at age 65. Contrastingly, about 50 percent of women still work when 
their male partners reach age 65.
The male breadwinner model – represented by two clusters in the middle of Figure 5.1 
– is more prevalent among older couples overall (53.5 percent). The high status male 
breadwinner cluster (26.1 percent) consists of men who are employed and in high EGP 
classes, whereas their female partners are inactive throughout later life. The low status 
male breadwinner cluster (27.4 percent) comprises employed men in low EGP classes 






Table 5.1: Descriptive statistics (N=310)
Range Mean S.D.
Late-life employment trajectories
   High status dual-earners 0/1 0.397
   High status male breadwinner 0/1 0.261
   Low status male breadwinner 0/1 0.274
   Dual-joblessness 0/1 0.068
Educational level
   Neither tertiary education 0/1 0.526
   Both tertiary education 0/1 0.165
   Only male tertiary education 0/1 0.239
   Only female tertiary education 0/1 0.071
Birth year female 1921-1957 1938.752 6.340
Non-religious couple 0/1 0.348
Age difference
   Equal age 0/1 0.226
   Male older 0/1 0.732
   Female older 0/1 0.042
Age youngest child 13-49 34.065 5.117
   No children 0/1 0.039
   Youngest tertile 0/1 0.348
   Medium tertile 0/1 0.323
   Oldest tertile 0/1 0.290
Children
   No children 0/1 0.039
   One child 0/1 0.100
   Two children 0/1 0.423
   Three children 0/1 0.277
   More than three children 0/1 0.161
Age of marriage female partner 16-58 24.232 5.228
Parental education
   Male’s father highly educated 0/1 0.410
   Male’s mother highly educated 0/1 0.252
   Female’s father highly educated 0/1 0.410
   Female’s mother highly educated 0/1 0.284
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
and continuously inactive women. Finally, nearly 7 percent of couples’ employment 
trajectories in later life can be characterised as dual-joblessness (at the top of Figure 
5.1). In this cluster, women are again inactive throughout later career stages. Their male 
partners have left the labour market by age 50 and are often disabled their entire late 
career.
The descriptive findings on couples’ late-life employment trajectories already seem to 
contradict H3a and H3b that stated that dual-earners are more common among low 
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status couples. Instead, dual-earners seem to be concentrated among couples in which 
both partners belong to relatively high social classes, which is in line with the assumption 














45                                                                   65 Age male 45                                                                   65 Age male 
Inactive Unemployed Disabled Early retired Unskilled manual worker Skilled manual worker Higher working class Self-employed Non-manual worker Lower professional Higher professional  
High status dual-earners (39.7%) 
Dual-joblessness (6.9%) Low status male breadwinner (27.4%) 
High status male breadwinner (26.1%) 
Female trajectories Male trajectories 
Figure 5.1: State distribution plots of couples’ late-life employment clusters
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
Table 5.2 presents the average marginal effects of the individual and couple characteristics. 
The findings do not support the specialisation and bargaining approach. Couples in 
which men enjoy a comparative advantage are not more likely to be male breadwinner 
couples in later life (H1a). The likelihood to be in the low status male breadwinner 
cluster even decreases by 16.7 percent (AME=-0.167) if only the male is highly educated. 
Furthermore, couples in which men enjoy a comparative advantage are not less, but 
more likely to be dual-earners (H1b). If only the male is highly educated, the relative 
probability of being in this cluster increases by 10.1 percent (AME=0.101). When men 
are older than their female partners, which is an additional indicator of comparative 
advantage, we find a 13.3 percent (AME=0.133) increase in the likelihood of being in 
the dual-earner group.
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Table 5.2 presents the average marginal effects of the individual and couple characteristics. 
The findings do not support the specialisation and bargaining approach. Couples in 
which men enjoy a comparative advantage are not more likely to be male breadwinner 
couples in later life (H1a). The likelihood to be in the low status male breadwinner 
cluster even decreases by 16.7 percent (AME=-0.167) if only the male is highly educated. 
Furthermore, couples in which men enjoy a comparative advantage are not less, but 
more likely to be dual-earners (H1b). If only the male is highly educated, the relative 
probability of being in this cluster increases by 10.1 percent (AME=0.101). When men 
are older than their female partners, which is an additional indicator of comparative 
advantage, we find a 13.3 percent (AME=0.133) increase in the likelihood of being in 
the dual-earner group.
The findings lend much stronger support to the doing gender approach and to human 
capital theory that emphasise the influence of gender role attitudes and the importance 
of education in the labour market, respectively. Highly educated couples (i.e., both 
partners completed tertiary education) are significantly more likely to be high status 
dual-earners later in life (AME=0.289), supporting H2b. This also holds true for younger 
birth cohorts of women (AME=0.019) and non-religious couples (AME=0.123); both 
indicators of less traditional gender role attitudes. In line with H2a, highly educated 
older couples are significantly less likely to belong to the low status male breadwinner 
cluster (AME=-0.357). Finally, younger birth cohorts of women are less likely to be in 
the high status male breadwinner group (AME=-0.018).
The remaining independent variables add little to the explanatory power of the analysis. 
Most notably, prior family events like the age of marriage and the number of children do 
not seem to matter much. As indicated by the Pseudo R2, the final model accounts for 
17.9 percent of the variation in the types of late-life employment trajectories of couples. 
Overall, the independent variables are least predictive of the dual-joblessness category, 
most likely because we lack indicators of health and occupational hazards.
5.5. Conclusion and discussion
This study aimed at filling a gap in the literature by examining late-life employment 
trajectories of opposite-sex couples in the Netherlands. We were able to study full 
employment trajectories between age 45 and 65 of both partners simultaneously. 
Applying multichannel sequence and cluster analysis, we first set out to find out which 
types of employment trajectories in later life exist for couples in the Netherlands. The 
trajectory approach corroborated high stability in the division of paid work between 
partners in the last twenty years of their working lives. For about half of the couples, 
men are the sole breadwinner in later life, whereas their female partners are not active 
in the labour market. These couples thus completely rely on his income, indicating that 
there is economic and gender inequality within older couples.
However, a dual-earner model was also widespread (40 percent of the older couples). 
This indicates that the division of paid work is more equal among a substantial share of 
older couples. These couples can rely on two sources of income in later life, which points 
towards inequality between older couples when compared to the male breadwinner 
couples. However, the degree of gender equality within older dual-earner couples should 
not be overstated based on our findings. It is possible, or even rather likely, that women 
who are part of a high status dual-earner couple continue to do the bulk of household 
labour, often work part-time and earn substantially less than their male partners, even if 
they are employed in similar EGP classes as their male partners. Using German panel data, 
Leopold and Skopek (2015) showed that, among male breadwinner couples, husbands 
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Table 5.2: Multinomial logistic regression analysis of couples’ late-life employment 











Neither tertiary education ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Both tertiary education 0.289 *** 0.137 ~ -0.357 ** -0.069
   Only male tertiary education 0.101 ~ 0.079 -0.167 ** -0.014
   Only female tertiary education 0.054 0.051 -0.130 0.025
Birth year female 0.019 *** -0.018 *** 0.004 -0.006 ~
Non-religious couple 0.123 * -0.041 -0.080 -0.001
Equal age ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Male older 0.133 * -0.007 -0.068 -0.057 ~
   Female older 0.182 -0.222 0.026 0.013
Age youngest child
   Youngest tertile 0.117 ~ -0.028 -0.115 ~ 0.027
   Medium tertile ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Oldest tertile 0.045 -0.111 ~ 0.091 -0.025
Number of children
   No children ref. ref. ref. ref.
   One child -0.211 0.107 0.109 -0.004
   Two children -0.141 0.043 0.132 -0.035
   Three children -0.204 0.054 0.143 0.008
   More than three children -0.190 0.016 0.168 0.006
Age of marriage female 0.005 -0.001 -0.006 0.002
Male’s father highly educated 0.043 0.036 -0.052 -0.027
Male’s mother highly educated -0.008 0.097 -0.059 -0.029
Female’s father highly educated -0.030 0.019 0.010 0.001
Female’s mother highly educated 0.104 0.060 -0.114 -0.050
Note: Pseudo R2=0.179.
Significance levels: ~p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).
Source: FSDP (1998, 2000, 2003 and 2009).
increase the number of hours they spend on housekeeping in the period surrounding the 
transition to retirement, whereas their wives tend to spend less time on domestic tasks. 
Yet, the division of labour remains strongly gendered. Future research should examine 
multiple dimensions of gender inequality, including occupational status, income and 
time use among older couples in the Netherlands and other countries. Additionally, 
time use data would enable the testing of equity theories (Walster, Walster & Berscheid, 
1978).
Contrary to Oppenheimer’s (1997) argument that partners whose combined earnings 
potential is low (are forced to) opt for a dual-earner strategy, we only found high 
status dual-earner couples, but no low status dual-earners. Several factors may account 






for this finding. On the one hand, older women with limited education and labour 
market experience might have few employment opportunities, even if couples want to 
minimise household risks by both being employed. On the other hand, the financial 
necessity argument developed by Oppenheimer in the context of the United States may 
not be seamlessly transferable to the Dutch context. Despite recent austerity trends in 
the Netherlands, vulnerable groups continue to be well-protected by social security, 
which includes welfare benefits, compensation for disability and unemployment, access 
to housing and health care coverage. The additional earnings of working women may 
thus provide little added value to couples’ economic situation if her only option is to 
work in a low-paid job. Future research should systematically compare welfare states 
to examine whether late-life employment trajectories differ for couples with different 
socio-economic backgrounds.
Concerning the theoretical implications of this chapter, we conclude that the economic 
approach to the family is not supported. Becker (1981) argued that specialisation is 
especially likely when men have a comparative advantage over women in the labour 
market. The bargaining approach comes to a similar prediction. However, our findings 
supported that such an advantage leads to exactly the opposite among older couples in 
the Netherlands: they are more likely to be dual-earners. This chapter therefore supports 
a growing body of evidence showing that gender role attitudes trump economic 
considerations (e.g., Nitsche & Grunow, 2016). Older dual-earner couples are more 
prevalent among highly educated couples, more recent birth cohorts of women and 
non-religious couples. These characteristics are all associated with less traditional and 
more egalitarian gender role attitudes.
The findings further revealed that a non-negligible minority (i.e., 7 percent) of couples’ 
late-life employment trajectories is characterised by dual-joblessness for almost the 
entire period between age 45 and 65. Obviously, dual-joblessness is economically 
disadvantageous compared to dual-earner and male breadwinner couples and puts older 
couples at high risk of old-age poverty. Theoretical arguments as to which individual 
and couple characteristics are related to long-term dual-joblessness trajectories should 
be further elaborated in future research. Our empirical analysis was unable to predict 
which couples have a higher or lower likelihood to be in this disadvantaged group. On 
the one hand, this supports that dual-joblessness does not seem to be stratified along 
the lines of education and religion, which represent traditional divisions in society and 
were included in our analysis. On the other hand, we have gained little understanding 
of which factors do affect the likelihood to have dual-joblessness trajectories later in life. 
Future studies should examine other factors that could play a role in determining which 
couples follow those trajectories, such as health over the life course.
Another important area of future research is to examine the consequences of couples’ 
late-life employment trajectories for their (financial) well-being, particularly after 
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retirement. These studies could also include individuals who experienced a divorce or 
lost their spouse. Such household-specific shocks may not only have severe financial 
implications for individuals’ retirement situation, but may also affect older people’s 
mental, physical and social well-being.
To conclude, this empirical chapter showed that older dual-earner couples in the 
Netherlands primarily are highly educated and belong to higher social classes, whereas 
lower educated older couples do not rely on a dual-earner strategy for economic security. 
This intensifies inequality in between elderly households. It remains to be seen how the 
changing nature of work and family (e.g., women’s rising earnings potential, higher 
divorce rates and lower fertility rates) and policies that encourage longer working lives 
will continue to affect inequality in the division of paid work within and between older 
couples. As the ageing of many Western populations is predicted to reach its peak halfway 





Sequence and cluster analysis
We applied sequence and cluster analysis with the TraMineR package in R (Gabadinho 
et al., 2009) to identify typical career patterns. The person-month file consists of 1,662 
sequences, meaning that the dataset contains a succession of states for each respondent 
to describe employment trajectories. There are seven mutually exclusive and distinct 
states: full-time employed, part-time employed, self-employed, unemployed, disabled, 
inactive and military service. Each sequence consists of 420 months, starting from age 
15 until the age of 50. Variation in sequence length can be caused by the fact that people 
enter the labour market at different ages. This obviously strongly depends on people’s 
educational career. We decided not to code ‘in full-time education’ as a separate state, 
because it would have a substantial different meaning in the cluster analysis. If we let 
each sequence start at age 20 or 25, the clustering is similar.
We computed pairwise dissimilarities between sequences using the optimal matching 
(OM) procedure. The OM distance measures the extent of dissimilarity and it captures 
how dissimilar a pair of sequences is by calculating how many changes in states it takes 
to turn one sequence into the other. To obtain the OM distance, one has to specify 
substitution costs (how costly is it to replace a state of a sequence with a different 
state) and insertion/deletion (indel) costs (how costly is it to insert or delete a state 
from a sequence). We set all substitution costs to 2 and indel costs to 1 (MacIndoe & 
Abbott, 2004). We also used the Dynamic Hamming Distance (DHD) to compute the 
dissimilarity matrix. The results of the cluster analysis are robust when compared to the 
findings of the cluster analysis of the OM dissimilarity matrix.
The dissimilarity matrix, containing the dissimilarities between all possible two-by-
two comparisons, was used as input to inspect if there are meaningful patterns among 
the sequences. We performed a hierarchical clustering method – Ward clustering – to 
detect if sets of similar sequences can be partitioned into homogeneous clusters. This 
is done with the WeightedCluster package (Studer, 2013). To determine the number 
of clusters, we looked at the Average Silhouette Width (ASW), which summarises the 
extent of between-cluster distance and within-cluster homogeneity. The ASW is 0.53 for 
a solution that shows four clusters, indicating that a reasonably strong structure has been 
found in the data (Kaufman & Rousseeuw, 1990). The Point Biserial Correlation (PBC) 
was inspected as well. It measures the capacity of the cluster solution to reproduce the 
distance matrix. The PBC coefficient is 0.63, again strongly supporting the four-cluster 
solution. We labelled the clusters full-time employment, part-time employment, self-




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Table B1: Results of logistic regression analysis of downward mobility (-5 percent) and 





Logit AME Logit AME
Social class (after age 50)
   Higher professionals ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Lower professionals 2.014 *** 0.001 *** 0.275 0.000
   Non-manual workers 5.708 *** 0.004 *** 0.290 0.000
   Self-employed 5.876 *** 0.004 *** 0.742 0.000
   Higher working class 3.461 *** 0.002 *** 0.958 ~ 0.001 ~
   Skilled manual workers 6.739 *** 0.004 *** 0.762 0.000
   Unskilled manual workers 7.560 *** 0.005 *** 0.649 0.000
Re-entry after disability (after age 50) 7.468 *** 0.005 *** 6.530 *** 0.004 ***
Re-entry after unemployment (after age 50) 7.293 *** 0.005 *** 7.249 *** 0.004 ***
Working hours (after age 50)
   1-34 hours (part-time employment) 2.320 *** 0.001 *** 7.392 *** 0.004 ***
   35-40 hours ref. ref. ref. ref.
   41-50 hours 0.369 0.000 -0.246 0.000
   More than 50 hours -1.281 * -0.001 * -1.382 * -0.001 *
Employment career characteristics (before 
age 50)
   Average ISEI score 0.194 *** 0.000 *** 0.038 * 0.000 *
   Number of years employed full-time 0.052 0.000 0.043 0.000
   Number of years employed part-time -0.080 0.000 -0.329 *** 0.000 ***
   Number of years self-employed 0.000 0.000 0.014 0.000
   Number of job changes 0.246 *** 0.000 *** -0.081 0.000
   Downward mobility (between age 40-50) -2.546 *** -0.002 *** -1.551 ** -0.001 **
   Upward mobility (between age 40-50) 2.859 *** 0.002 *** 0.967 ** 0.001 **
   Decrease in working hours (between 




   Increase in working hours (between 




   Number of social security spells -1.250 * -0.001 * -1.184 * -0.001 *
Educational level
   Primary -0.420 0.000 -0.114 0.000
   Lower secondary -0.233 0.000 -0.144 0.000
   Higher secondary 0.215 0.000 -0.803 ~ 0.000 ~
   Tertiary ref. ref. ref. ref.
Age -0.093 * 0.000 * -0.055 0.000
Unemployment rate -0.159 * 0.000 * -0.089 0.000
Labour force status partner
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   Partner employed ref. ref. ref. ref.
   Partner non-employed 0.249 0.000 0.504 ~ 0.000 ~
   Single 0.326 0.000 -0.199 0.000
Intercept -18.356 *** -7.855 **
Pseudo R2 0.275 0.335
Nindividuals 1,663 1,662
Nmonths 135,487 132,400
Significance levels: ~p<0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 (two-tailed tests).









Table C1: Substitution cost matrix
IN UN DI ER VII VI V IV III II I
IN 0 1 1 1 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
UN 1 0 1 1 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
DI 1 1 0 1 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
ER 1 1 1 0 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
VII 10 10 10 10 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
VI 10 10 10 10 1 0 1 2 3 4 5
V 10 10 10 10 2 1 0 1 2 3 4
IV 10 10 10 10 3 2 1 0 1 2 3
III 10 10 10 10 4 3 2 1 0 1 2
II 10 10 10 10 5 4 3 2 1 0 1
I 10 10 10 10 6 5 4 3 2 1 0
Note: IN=inactive, UN=unemployed, DI=disabled and ER=early retired.
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Introductie en doelstelling
De toenemende vergrijzing en krimpende beroepsbevolking in Nederland roepen de 
vraag op of de collectieve oudedagsvoorzieningen toekomstbestendig zijn. Om de 
AOW betaalbaar te houden, richt het Nederlandse overheidsbeleid zich vandaag de dag 
op het langer door laten werken van ouderen.  Zo zijn de lucratieve mogelijkheden 
om vervroegd te pensioneren afgeschaft of minder aantrekkelijk gemaakt en wordt de 
AOW-leeftijd stapsgewijs verhoogd tot 67 jaar. Naast het verlichten van de druk op 
het pensioenstelsel, voorkomt het behoud van oudere werknemers dat een schat aan 
menselijk kapitaal in de vorm van kennis en ervaring verloren gaat. De inspanningen van 
de overheid om de arbeidsdeelname van ouderen te vergroten, lijken effect te sorteren. 
Sinds het midden van de jaren negentig van de vorige eeuw neemt de arbeidsparticipatie 
van 55- tot 64-jarigen namelijk toe. Ook de leeftijd waarop de gemiddelde Nederlander 
met pensioen gaat, neemt al jaren gestaag toe.
Hoewel de lange termijn gevolgen van de beleidshervormingen lastig te voorspellen zijn, 
heerst de vrees dat de sociale ongelijkheid onder ouderen zal groeien. Beleidsmaatregelen 
om arbeidsdeelname van ouderen te vergroten houden gewoonlijk geen rekening met 
de specifieke uitdagingen die verschillende groepen oudere werknemers dienen te 
overwinnen. Een belangrijk punt van zorgen is dat met name laaggeschoolde oudere 
werknemers in lagere sociale klassen de dupe worden. In hoeverre zijn zij in staat, en hebben 
zij de wil, om langer door te werken? Lager opgeleide ouderen met minder vaardigheden 
en zware beroepen verrichten bijvoorbeeld vaker onveilig en fysiek zwaar werk. Dit 
kan leiden tot ernstige gezondheidsklachten, (gedeeltelijke) arbeidsongeschiktheid 
en uiteindelijk zelfs onvrijwillige vervroegde uittreding. Tegelijkertijd is het juist deze 
kwetsbare groep ouderen die doorgaans minder pensioen heeft opgebouwd en daardoor 
wordt gedwongen actief te blijven op de arbeidsmarkt. Als zij besluiten langer door te 
werken, loopt men bovendien het risico op een gebrek aan steun van werkgevers en 
leeftijdsdiscriminatie.
In de context van de vergrijzing en getroffen beleidsmaatregelen om langer doorwerken 
te stimuleren, kan de sociale ongelijkheid tussen oudere werknemers toenemen wanneer 
ouderen met een lager opleidingsniveau en in lagere sociale klassen moeite hebben 
actief te blijven en worden uitgesloten op de arbeidsmarkt. Daarnaast kan dit de sociale 
ongelijkheid tussen oudere paren vergroten, vooral wanneer beide partners in een 
huishouden geconfronteerd worden met nadelige arbeidsmarktervaringen. De algehele 
doelstelling van dit proefschrift luidt dan ook om de sociale ongelijkheid onder oudere 
werknemers en oudere paren in Nederland te onderzoeken en na te gaan in hoeverre de 
sociale ongelijkheid toeneemt in het licht van de huidige politieke context die oudere 
werknemers lijkt te beschouwen als een homogene groep. Dit proefschrift behandelt 
in vier empirische studies een breed scala aan arbeidsmarktuitkomsten en uitkomsten 
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op huishoudensniveau. Opleidings- en sociale klassenverschillen in deze uitkomsten 
staan centraal in deze dissertatie en vormen samen de belangrijkste dimensie van sociale 
ongelijkheid; een hoofdvraag van de sociologie.
Allereerst wordt onderzocht wat de gevolgen zijn van factoren op het macroniveau 
– de afschaffing van de VUT-regelingen, veranderende normen ten aanzien van 
werkende ouderen en deïndustrialisatie – voor de kans op werk, werkloosheid en 
arbeidsongeschiktheid op het microniveau. Verder wordt bestudeerd in hoeverre deze 
individuele arbeidsmarktuitkomsten verschillen naar opleidingsniveau en in hoeverre 
de invloed van deïndustrialisatie sterker is voor lager opgeleide oudere werknemers in 
vergelijking met hoger opgeleide oudere werknemers (Studie 1).
Ten tweede wordt de invloed van opleidingsniveau en sociale klasse op vervroegde 
uittreding onderzocht. De invloed van deze stratificatiekenmerken wordt nadrukkelijk 
in een levensloopperspectief geplaatst door in te gaan op de arbeidsmarktloopbanen 
van ouderen. Meer specifiek is de vraag in hoeverre opleidingsniveau, sociale klasse en 
arbeidsverleden van invloed zijn op de kans op vervroegde pensionering, werkloosheid 
en arbeidsongeschiktheid. Daarnaast wordt de vraag gesteld in hoeverre opleidingsniveau 
en sociale klasse nog in verband kunnen worden gebracht met vervroegde uittreding 
van oudere werknemers wanneer rekening gehouden wordt met hun beroepsloopbaan 
(Studie 2).
 Ten derde wordt bestudeerd in hoeverre oudere werknemers die minder hecht geïntegreerd 
zijn op de arbeidsmarkt een grotere kans hebben op neerwaartse beroepsmobiliteit en een 
werkurenvermindering in hun late beroepsloopbaan dan oudere werknemers die hechter 
geïntegreerd zijn op de arbeidsmarkt. Oudere werknemers in lagere sociale klassen, 
ouderen die herintreden na een periode van werkloosheid of arbeidsongeschiktheid en 
ouderen die in deeltijd werken, worden daarbij beschouwd als minder hecht geïntegreerd 
(Studie 3).
Ten vierde wordt onderzocht in hoeverre verschillen in opleidingsniveau tussen 
oudere partners, en in het bijzonder tussen oudere paren, gerelateerd zijn aan hun 
arbeidsmarktloopbanen en sociale klasse op latere leeftijd. Door gelijktijdig de late 
beroepscarrières van beide partners te bestuderen, wordt inzicht verkregen in de sociale 
ongelijkheid binnen en tussen oudere paren. Tot slot wordt bekeken of ongunstige 
arbeidsmarktloopbanen en -posities zich accumuleren op huishoudensniveau (Studie 4).
Studie 1
De eerste empirische studie (hoofdstuk 2 in dit proefschrift) onderzoekt trends in de 
arbeidsdeelname van oudere mannen (55 tot 65 jaar) in Nederland. Het eerste doel 
van deze studie is om deze trends te beschrijven en zowel theoretisch als empirisch te 
karakteriseren in termen van beleidshervormingen (met een focus op het ontmoedigen 
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van vervroegde uittreding), normatieve verandering en deïndustrialisatie. Met behulp 
van 18 opeenvolgende jaargangen van de Enquête Beroepsbevolking (EBB) kan een 
nauwkeurig beeld worden geschetst van 1992 tot en met 2009. Het aandeel oudere 
mannen dat vervroegd met pensioen ging en arbeidsongeschikt was (of via de toenmalige 
WAO de arbeidsmarkt verliet), daalde geleidelijk gedurende deze periode, terwijl de 
arbeidsparticipatie steeg. Deze ontwikkeling kan goed worden geduid aan de hand 
van de versobering en afschaffing van de vervroegde uittrederegelingen tussen 1992 
en 2009 (gemeten door het jaarlijkse aantal VUT-fondsen). Daardoor werkten oudere 
mannen langer door of raakten zij vaker werkloos of arbeidsongeschikt. Normatieve 
verandering en deïndustrialisatie blijken echter geen directe invloed uit te oefenen op de 
arbeidsmarktpositie van oudere mannen.
Het tweede doel van deze studie is om na te gaan in hoeverre de arbeidsparticipatie 
van Nederlandse oudere mannen tussen 1992 en 2009 verschilt naargelang hun 
opleidingsniveau. In lijn met gangbare arbeidsmarkttheorieën, en in het bijzonder met 
de menselijk kapitaal- en signaleringstheorie, blijkt opleidingsniveau inderdaad een 
sterke voorspeller van de arbeidsdeelname van oudere mannen. Vooral het risico op 
werkloosheid verschilt sterk naar opleidingsniveau. Lagere opgeleide oudere mannen 
zijn in dit opzicht slechter af dan hoger opgeleide oudere mannen, hetgeen aangeeft dat 
er sprake is van sociale ongelijkheid tussen oudere werknemers.
Het derde en laatste doel van deze studie is om het macroniveau te koppelen aan het 
microniveau door na te gaan in welke mate het effect van deïndustrialisatie afhankelijk is 
van opleidingsniveau. Deïndustrialisatie vergroot de kans op werk onder oudere mannen 
met een universitair diploma, wat impliceert dat deze groep ouderen meer kansen heeft op 
de arbeidsmarkt en gemakkelijker van baan kan wisselen. Een krimpende industriesector 
pakt daarentegen nadelig uit voor lager opgeleide oudere mannen, omdat hun kans op 
werkloosheid is toegenomen vergeleken met vervroegde uittreding. Dit duidt wederom 
op sociale ongelijkheid tussen oudere werknemers.
Studie 2
Het derde hoofdstuk, en de tweede empirische studie in dit proefschrift, bouwt 
voort op de eerste studie door dezelfde uitkomstmaten op het individuele niveau te 
bestuderen in een longitudinaal en dynamisch perspectief. Ten eerste worden inzichten 
uit stratificatieonderzoek toegepast om de invloed van opleidingsniveau en sociale klasse 
op vervroegde uittreding onder oudere mannen (50 tot 65 jaar) te bestuderen. Ten 
tweede wordt dit bestaande onderzoek uitgebreid uit door een levensloopperspectief te 
introduceren. Het doel van deze studie is om te onderzoeken in hoeverre de opleiding, 
sociale klasse en arbeidsmarktloopbaan van ouderen van invloed is op vroegtijdige 
uittreding en in hoeverre opleidingsniveau en sociale klasse nog een rol spelen wanneer 
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rekening gehouden wordt met uiteenlopende beroepscarrières. Deze drie kenmerken 
hangen nauw samen en zijn systematisch met elkaar verbonden over de levensloop. Twee 
vormen van vervroegde pensionering worden daarbij onderzocht, te weten: uittreden 
voor de leeftijd van 65 jaar en uittreden via arbeidsongeschiktheid of werkloosheid (ook 
voor de leeftijd van 65 jaar).
Er wordt gebruikgemaakt van retrospectieve loopbaangegevens afkomstig van vier 
jaargangen (1998, 2000, 2003 en 2009) van de Familie-enquête Nederlandse Bevolking 
(FNB). Uit de resultaten van een gebeurtenissenanalyse blijkt dat de beroepshistorie 
van oudere mannen ertoe doet. Arbeidsmarktloopbanen die vooral gekenmerkt worden 
door deeltijdwerk en werk als zelfstandige gaan gepaard met een verlaagde kans op 
de eerste vorm van vervroegde uittreding in vergelijking met arbeidshistories die zich 
kenmerken door voltijdwerk. Deze bevindingen zijn in lijn met de veronderstelling 
dat men meer pensioen opbouwt wanneer men gedurende de levensloop langer voltijd 
werkt. Verder blijkt dat de kans op vervroegde pensionering via arbeidsongeschiktheid 
of werkloosheid toeneemt naarmate oudere mannen meer jaren werkzaam zijn 
geweest in de industriesector. Deze kans neemt ook toe naarmate oudere mannen 
vaker arbeidsongeschikt en werkloos zijn geweest, terwijl de kans op de eerste vorm 
van vervroegde uittreding juist afneemt. Onderbroken arbeidsmarktloopbanen lijken 
oudere mannen te dwingen langer door te werken om vervolgens een kwetsbare groep 
op de arbeidsmarkt te vormen.
Voorts tonen de bevindingen aan dat lager opgeleide oudere mannen vaker vervroegd 
de arbeidsmarkt verlaten – ook via arbeidsongeschiktheid en werkloosheid – dan 
oudere mannen die universitair opgeleid zijn. Deze opleidingsverschillen kunnen niet 
worden toegeschreven aan de uiteenlopende beroepscarrières van oudere mannen met 
verschillende opleidingsniveaus. Eerder onderzoek heeft laten zien dat er een sterke 
cultuur van vervroegd uittreden heerst onder laagopgeleiden. Ook betreden lager 
opgeleiden de arbeidsmarkt op jongere leeftijd, waardoor verwacht kan worden dat zij 
eerder uit zullen treden. Een laag opleidingsniveau staat daarnaast voor minder menselijk 
kapitaal en geeft een negatief signaal af aan werkgevers, wat de kans op werkloosheid 
mogelijk vergroot.
Tot slot lopen lagere sociale klassen een verhoogd risico op vervroegde uittreding via 
arbeidsongeschiktheid of werkloosheid. Oudere mannen in de laagste sociale klassen zijn 
oververtegenwoordigd in de industriesector en zijn gedurende hun levensloop ook vaker 
arbeidsongeschikt of werkloos. Dit zorgt er vervolgens voor dat zij een verhoogde kans 
hebben de arbeidsmarkt definitief te verlaten via arbeidsongeschiktheid of werkloosheid. 
Het zware werk dat zij jaar in en jaar uit verrichten, kan zijn tol beginnen te eisen en eerdere 
ervaringen met arbeidsongeschikt- en werkloosheid kunnen littekeneffecten nalaten. 
De resultaten laten zien dat achterstanden of nadelige ervaringen zich accumuleren 
naarmate men ouder wordt. Dit veroorzaakt (toenemende) sociale ongelijkheid.
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Studie 3
Naast vervroegde pensionering (zie Studie 1 en 2) kunnen kwetsbare oudere werknemers 
ook teruggaan naar een lagere functie of minder uren gaan werken in hun late 
beroepsloopbaan. De derde empirische studie (het vierde hoofdstuk in deze dissertatie) 
gaat na wat de invloed is van arbeidsmarktintegratie van oudere mannen (50 tot 65 
jaar) op hun kans op neerwaartse beroepsmobiliteit en urenverminderingen. Op basis 
van gevestigde arbeidsmarkttheorieën (met name de menselijk kapitaal-, signalerings- 
en arbeidsmarktsegmentatietheorie) en vanuit zowel werkgevers als werknemers 
bezien, wordt beargumenteerd dat ouderen die minder hecht geïntegreerd zijn op de 
Nederlandse arbeidsmarkt een grotere kans hebben een stap terug te (moeten) doen in 
termen van beroepsstatus en werkuren dan ouderen die hechter zijn geïntegreerd op de 
Nederlandse arbeidsmarkt.
Om deze hypothese te toetsen, wordt opnieuw gebruikgemaakt van retrospectieve 
loopbaangegevens afkomstig van vier jaargangen van de FNB. Arbeidsmarktintegratie 
wordt gemeten aan de hand van drie indicatoren: sociale klasse, het vinden van een baan 
na werkloosheid of arbeidsongeschiktheid en deeltijdwerk. Een gebeurtenissenanalyse 
toont aan dat oudere werknemers in lagere sociale klassen vaker een stap terug (moeten) 
doen in termen van beroepsstatus en arbeidsuren vergeleken met oudere werknemers 
in hogere sociale klassen. Oudere mannen die herintreden na een periode werkloos of 
arbeidsongeschikt geweest te zijn, komen terecht in functies met een lagere beroepsstatus 
en minder uren dan voorheen (toen zij nog werkzaam waren). Oudere werknemers die 
werkloos of arbeidsongeschikt zijn, kunnen door potentiële werkgevers bijvoorbeeld 
gezien worden als minder productief of incompetent. Het is daarom onwaarschijnlijk 
dat oudere werkzoekenden aan de bak komen wanneer zij hoge (loon)eisen stellen. 
Tevens blijkt uit de resultaten dat oudere mannen die in deeltijd werken (minder dan 
35 uur per week) een grotere kans hebben om neerwaarts mobiel te zijn en om hun 
werktijden te verminderen ten opzichte van oudere mannen met een voltijdbaan. 
Deze effecten worden gevonden onder controle van opleidingsniveau, arbeidsverleden, 
partnerkenmerken en macro-economische omstandigheden. De bevindingen bevestigen 
de algemene verwachting over de invloed van arbeidsmarktintegratie op beide 
gebeurtenissen in de late beroepsloopbaan. Dit suggereert eens te meer dat er sociale 
ongelijkheid heerst tussen oudere werknemers in Nederland.
Studie 4
De laatste empirische studie (hoofdstuk 5 in dit proefschrift) onderzoekt de volledige 
arbeidsmarktloopbanen tussen de leeftijd van 45 en 65 jaar van beide partners in 
heteroseksuele relaties. Deze studie maakt daardoor een overstap van het individuele 
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niveau naar het huishoudensniveau. Allereerst wordt bestudeerd wie werkzaam is of 
zijn op latere leeftijd: de mannelijke partner, de vrouwelijke partner, beiden of geen 
van beiden. Daarmee wordt ingegaan op de verdeling van betaald werk tussen oudere 
mannen en vrouwen. Tevens wordt gekeken naar de sociale klasse van oudere mannen 
en vrouwen die een baan hebben. Hulpbronnen of gunstige arbeidsmarktposities lijken 
zich namelijk te accumuleren binnen huishoudens. Dit veroorzaakt sterkere sociale 
ongelijkheid tussen paren dan binnen paren, onder meer door opleidingshomogamie.
De eerste stap bestaat uit het construeren van een typologie die de late beroepsloopbanen 
van oudere paren samenvat. Hiertoe wordt wederom gebruikgemaakt van de 
retrospectieve loopbaangegevens afkomstig van de FNB. Door middel van geavanceerde 
en innovatieve methodes (sequentie- en clusteranalyse) is een typologie bestaande 
uit vier groepen geïdentificeerd: tweeverdieners in hogere sociale klassen, mannelijke 
kostwinners in hogere sociale klassen, mannelijke kostwinners in lagere sociale klassen 
en beide partners niet werkzaam. Dit alleen al duidt op sociale ongelijkheid tussen 
oudere paren, aangezien nadelige arbeidsmarktposities (beide partners niet werkzaam 
op latere leeftijd) zich accumuleren op huishoudensniveau. Bovendien wordt geen 
groep gevonden die bestaat uit tweeverdieners in lagere sociale klassen. Dit suggereert 
dat oudere paren die over minder middelen en hulpbronnen beschikken er niet voor 
(kunnen) kiezen betaald werk te verrichten.
De tweede stap is om te onderzoeken welke factoren gerelateerd zijn aan de gevonden 
typologie. Uit de resultaten van een multivariate regressieanalyse blijkt dat theorieën 
met betrekking tot een relatief voordeel in betaalde arbeid geen ondersteuning vinden. 
Wanneer mannen een hogere opleiding hebben genoten dan hun vrouwelijke partner 
(dat wil zeggen een relatief voordeel hebben op de arbeidsmarkt), hebben oudere paren 
namelijk een kleinere kans om tot beide groepen mannelijke kostwinners te behoren. 
Sterker nog, deze paren zijn vaker tweeverdieners in hun latere leven. Theorieën met 
betrekking tot gender- en familiewaarden worden wel bevestigd. Hoogopgeleide partners, 
vrouwelijke partners in jongere geboortecohorten en niet-religieuze paren hebben een 
grotere kans om in hun late beroepsloopbaan tweeverdieners in hogere sociale klassen te 
zijn. Samenvattend laat deze studie zien dat tweeverdieners vaker te vinden zijn onder 
oudere paren met een hoog opleidingsniveau en in hogere sociale klassen, terwijl oudere 
paren waarin de man de kostwinner is en waarin beide partners geen werk hebben ook 
minder bevoorrecht zijn in termen van opleidingsniveau en sociale klasse. Naast sociale 
ongelijkheid tussen oudere werknemers wordt kortom ook sociale ongelijkheid tussen 
oudere paren waargenomen.
Conclusie
In veel westerse landen, waaronder Nederland, vormen de toenemende vergrijzing 
en krimpende beroepsbevolking een bedreiging voor de betaalbaarheid van het 
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pensioenstelsel. Om de druk op de collectieve oudedagsvoorziening te verlichten en om 
ervaren ouder personeel te behouden, legt het huidige beleid in veel Europese landen 
zich toe op langer doorwerken. De meest getroffen maatregelen zijn het verhogen 
van de pensioengerechtigde leeftijd en het afschaffen van regelingen voor vervroegde 
uittreding. Deze maatregelen lijken effect te hebben in Nederland. Oudere werknemers 
zijn namelijk in grotere getale werkzaam en gaan gemiddeld genomen op latere leeftijd 
met pensioen. Een belangrijke vraag is echter in hoeverre ouderen in staat zijn actief 
te blijven op de arbeidsmarkt en in hoeverre zij problemen ervaren om langer door te 
werken. De sociale ongelijkheid onder ouderen zou kunnen toenemen als gevolg van de 
beleidswijzigingen. Voor kwetsbare groepen oudere werknemers, zoals lager opgeleide 
ouderen in lagere sociale klassen, is langer doorwerken wellicht onrealistisch. De sociale 
ongelijkheid tussen oudere paren zou tevens kunnen toenemen, bijvoorbeeld wanneer 
beide partners op latere leeftijd tegenslag ervaren op de arbeidsmarkt of als oudere paren 
afhankelijk zijn van één (onzeker) inkomen.
Het is in deze context dat de overkoepelende doelstelling van dit proefschrift was 
om de sociale ongelijkheid tussen oudere werknemers en oudere paren in Nederland 
te onderzoeken. Het huidige beleid lijkt niet adequaat om te gaan met de complexe 
problematiek waar kwetsbare groepen ouderen op de arbeidsmarkt mee geconfronteerd 
worden. Een gerelateerde vraag luidde daarom in hoeverre de sociale ongelijkheid tussen 
oudere werknemers en oudere paren toeneemt in Nederland. Om deze doelstelling te 
verwezenlijken, zijn opleidings- en sociale klassenverschillen in de late beroepscarrière 
onderzocht. In vier empirische studies is een groot aantal arbeidsmarktuitkomsten 
voor oudere werknemers en oudere paren aan bod gekomen. Opleidings- en sociale 
klassenverschillen in die uitkomsten wijzen daarbij op sociale ongelijkheid; het centrale 
sociologische thema in dit proefschrift.
In het algemeen tonen de bevindingen van deze dissertatie duidelijk en herhaaldelijk 
aan dat er relevante opleidings- en sociale klassenverschillen bestaan tussen oudere 
werknemers en oudere paren in Nederland. Zo zijn dergelijke verschillen waargenomen 
in het hebben van werk, werkloosheid, arbeidsongeschiktheid, vervroegde pensionering, 
neerwaartse beroepsmobiliteit, arbeidsduurvermindering, de verdeling van betaald 
werk tussen partners en de accumulatie van nadelige arbeidsmarktposities binnen 
huishoudens. Belangrijker nog, laagopgeleide oudere werknemers en paren in lagere 
sociale klassen zijn over de bank genomen slechter af dan hoogopgeleide oudere 
werknemers en paren in hogere sociale klassen als het gaat om deze uitkomstmaten. 
Oudere werknemers die in termen van hun opleidingsniveau en sociale klasse nadeel 
ondervinden, zijn bijzonder kwetsbaar om arbeidsongeschikt te raken of hun baan te 
verliezen. Ook is aangetoond dat oudere werknemers die minder hecht geïntegreerd 
zijn op de arbeidsmarkt een groter risico lopen op neerwaartse beroepsmobiliteit en 
urenverminderingen. Tezamen vergroten deze bevindingen de kennis over nadelige 
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vormen van vervroegde uittreding (namelijk via arbeidsongeschiktheid en werkloosheid) 
en van arbeidsmarktuitkomsten voordat oudere werknemers (vervroegd) met pensioen 
gaan (zoals neerwaartse beroepsmobiliteit en arbeidsduurvermindering).
In theoretisch opzicht blijkt een hulpbronnenbenadering sterk van pas te komen om 
toetsbare hypothesen af te leiden en de empirische resultaten te verklaren. Opleiding en 
sociale klasse – twee klassieke stratificatiekenmerken – kunnen worden beschouwd als 
hulpbronnen of als middelen waarmee toegang tot hulpbronnen verkregen kan worden. 
Deze hulpbronnen worden zeer gewaardeerd door werkgevers. Oudere werknemers 
en oudere paren met minder hulpbronnen (laagopgeleiden in lagere sociale klassen) 
lopen grotere risico’s en ervaren meer negatieve arbeidsmarktuitkomsten ten opzichte 
van oudere werknemers en oudere paren die over meer hulpbronnen beschikken 
(hoogopgeleiden in hogere sociale klassen). De bevindingen zijn ook grotendeels 
in lijn met gangbare arbeidsmarkttheorieën en ondersteunen vooral de menselijk 
kapitaaltheorie die stelt dat opleiding en werkervaring cruciale hulpbronnen zijn op 
de arbeidsmarkt. Bovendien blijken hulpbronnen zich te accumuleren gedurende de 
levensloop. Een belangrijke theoretische en empirische bijdrage van dit proefschrift is 
de integratie van een levensloopperspectief. Ongunstige arbeidsmarktuitkomsten op 
latere leeftijd, zoals arbeidsongeschiktheid en werkloosheid, kunnen niet los worden 
gezien van eerdere werkgerelateerde ervaringen. Met behulp van unieke retrospectieve 
gegevens van de FNB is niet alleen aangetoond dat beroepsloopbanen direct van invloed 
zijn op bijvoorbeeld vervroegde pensionering, arbeidsongeschiktheid en werkloosheid, 
maar ook dat sociale klassenverschillen in deze arbeidsmarktuitkomsten kunnen worden 
toegeschreven aan de uiteenlopende beroepsloopbanen van ouderen. Een relevante 
conclusie in dit verband is dat nadelige arbeidsmarktervaringen zich vooral ophopen 
over de levensloop van lager opgeleiden in lagere sociale klassen. Dit leidt tot sociale 
ongelijkheid in latere stadia van de loopbaan. Daarnaast accumuleren hulpbronnen zich 
op huishoudensniveau. Ook dit leidt tot sociale ongelijkheid.
Hoewel de beleidsmaatregelen om de arbeidsparticipatie van Nederlandse ouderen te 
stimuleren hierin lijken te slagen, is de belangrijkste conclusie van deze dissertatie dat 
kwetsbare groepen ouderen op de arbeidsmarkt hier hinder van ondervinden. Vooral lager 
opgeleide ouderen die tot lagere sociale klassen behoren, hebben grote moeite om langer 
door te werken. Dit uit zich onder meer in een verhoogd risico op arbeidsongeschiktheid 
en werkloosheid. De uitdaging is om ervoor te zorgen dat benadeelde ouderen inzetbaar 
blijven en beschermd worden tegen ongunstige arbeidsmarktuitkomsten. Beleidsmakers 
en werkgevers dienen dan ook rekening te houden met de uitdagingen waar laagopgeleide 
oudere werknemers en oudere paren in lagere sociale klassen voor staan. Doen zij dit 
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